UNIVERSITY 
OF  FLORIDA 
LIBRARIES 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2011  with  funding  from 

LYRASIS  IVIembers  and  Sloan  Foundation 


http://www.archive.org/details/rediscoveringbibOOande 


7 


UNIVERSITY 
OF  FLORIDA 
LIBRARIES 


REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 


HADDAM  HOUSE 

Haddam  House  is  a  publishing  project  in  the  field  of  religious 
literature  for  youth.  Its  special  concern  is  the  moral  and  religious 
questions  and  needs  of  yoUng  men  and  women.  It  gathers  up  and 
continues  the  interests  that  led  to  the  publication  of  the  Hazen  Books 
on  Religion  and  is  directed  primarily  to  students  and  employed 
young  people. 

Haddam  House  seeks  as  authors  new  voices  qualified  to  give  fresh 
guidance  to  thoughtful  youth.  In  consultation  with  leaders  of  the 
United  Student  Christian  Council  and  other  groups,  Haddam  House 
is  studying  the  changing  needs  for  literature  in  its  field  and  develop- 
ing methods  of  wide  distribution. 

Policy  and  program  for  Haddam  House  are  under  the  direction 
of  an  Editorial  Board  which  represents  common  concerns  of  the 
Edward  W.  Hazen  Foundation,  Woman's  Press,  and  Association 
Press,  together  with  educators  and  religious  leaders  from  various 
Christian  churches  and  agencies.  At  present  the  Editorial  Board  in- 
cludes: Edwin  E.  Aubrey,  Chairman,  William  W.  McKee,  Secretary, 
Leila  Anderson,  Richard  T.  Baker,  John  C.  Bennett,  Paul  J.  Braisted, 
Virginia  Corwin,  John  Deschner,  Lawrence  K.  Hall,  William  Hubben, 
Paul  L.  Lehmann,  Paul  M.  Limbert,  John  0.  Nelson,  Wilmina  M. 
Rowland,  J.  Edward  Sproul,  Rose  Terlin,  Kenneth  W.  Underwood. 

Haddam  House  Books  to  Date 

Beyond  This  Darkness,  Roger  L.  Shinn 

Christian  Faith  and  My  Job,  Alexander  Miller 

Primer  for  Protestants,  James  Hastings  Nichols 

Preface  to  Ethical  Living,  Robert  E.  Fitch 

The  Grand  Inquisitor,  Fyodor  Dostoevsky 

Christianity  and  Communism,  John  C.  Bennett 

Youth  Asks  About  Religion,  Jack  Finegan 

Young  Laymen — Young  Church,  John  Oliver  Nelson 

The  Human  Venture  in  Sex,  Love,  and  Marriage, 
Peter  A.  Bertocci 

Science  and  Christian  Faith,  Edward  LeRoy  Long,  Jr. 

A  Gospel  for  the  Social  Awakening,  Rauschenbusch 

The  Christian  in  Politics,  Jerry  Voorhis 

Rediscovering  the  Bible,  Bernhard  W.  Anderson 


BERNHARD   W.   ANDERSON 


Professor  of  Old  Testament  Interpretation 
Colgate-Rochester  Divinity  School 


REDISCOVERING 
THE   RIBLE 


A  Haddam 


House  Book 


ASSOCIATION  PRESS  1951  NEW  YORK 


Copyright,  1951, 
Haddam  House,  Inc. 


PRINTED  IN  THE  UNITED  STATES   OF  AMERICA 

.72 


Gratefully  Dedicated 
to  my  esteemed  teacher  and  friend, 

JAMES  MUILENBURG 


"The  grass  witherethf  the  flower  fadeth: 
But  the  word  of  our  God  shall  stand  for  ever." 

— Isaiah  40:8 


Preface 


T 

JLh 


ft-HERE  COMES  A  TIME  in  the  life  of  many  a  maturing  young 
person  when  the  lines  of  that  humorous  song  from  Por^y  and 
Bess  suggest  a  possibility  which  is  not  just  a  laughing  matter: 

The  things  that  you're  liable 
To  read  in  the  Bible 
Ain't  necessarily  so. 

Many  of  us  have  been  brought  up  in  Christian  homes.  We  have 
been  at  least  exposed  to  Sunday  School  teaching  of  one  kind 
or  another.  We  have  seen  the  Bible  handled  with  due  rever- 
ence, have  heard  ministers  preach  from  it,  and  have  read 
parts  of  it  or  simplified  stories  from  it.  Sooner  or  later,  how- 
ever, our  "faith  in  the  Bible"  is  put  to  the  test. 

The  transition  from  the  precritical  stage  of  naive  accept- 
ance to  the  critical  stage  of  serious  questioning  is  crucial,  for 
only  as  we  go  through  the  struggle  of  "honest  doubt"  can  the 
"faith  of  our  fathers"  become  our  faith.  As  someone  has  said, 
the  Christian  heritage  cannot  be  passed  on  with  the  same  ease 
as  a  son  may  inherit  his  father's  bank  account  or  the  family 
estate.  Each  generation  must  go  through  the  valley  of  de- 
cision. Each  one  of  us  must  come  to  terms  personally  with 
the  high  calling  of  God  in  Jesus  Christ.  A  second-hand  Chris- 
tianity is  not  worth  much  in  times  of  testing  when  men  are 
asked  to  live  and  die  for  the  faith  that  is  in  them. 

This  book  is  designed  primarily  for  young  people  who  face 
this  issue  inescapably.  No  naive  understanding  of  the  Bible 
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can  stand  up  long  under  the  ruthless  battering  of  the  modern 
worldc  In  a  book  review,  one  of  my  students  stated  the  matter 
well  in  these  words:  "The  average  college  student  is  very 
confused  as  to  what  to  believe  and  what  not  to  believe,  espe- 
cially after  a  course  or  two  in  modern  biology,  and  stands  in 
great  need  of  being  shown  the  relevance  of  the  message  of  the 
Good  Book.  Theologians  and  biblical  scholars  alike,  even 
though  they  unearth  vast  amounts  of  material  which  give 
valuable  insight  into  the  events  of  the  Bible,  have  a  tendency 
to  leave  their  findings  remotely  situated  on  some  far-away 
cloud,  or  at  least  out  of  the  reach  of  the  ordinary  person." 
These  lines  are  all  too  true.  We  are  living;  in  a  time  when,  at 
least  in  some  circles,  the  Bible  is  being  rediscovered.  The 
labors  of  scholars  and  theologians  have  opened  up  frontiers 
of  biblical  understanding,  the  exploration  of  which  is  an 
exciting  adventure  along  strange  paths.  Moreover,  contem- 
porary preoccupation  with  the  meaning  of  history  has  led 
many  alert  people  to  a  deeper  grasp  of  the  urgency  and  rele- 
vance of  the  biblical  message.  But  for  the  younger  generation, 
perhaps,  much  of  this  is  "remotely  situated  on  some  far-away 
cloud."  Therefore  this  book  humbly  sets  about  the  task  of 
bringing  the  results  of  biblical  scholarship  and  theology 
"down  to  earth"  in  order  that,  in  the  spirit  of  the  Protestant 
Reformation,  the  Bible  may  be  accessible  to  ordinary  people, 
rather  than  being  the  special  province  of  a  select  group. 

This  book  is  addressed  to  those  who  have  the  courage  to  go 
beyond  a  precritical  acceptance  of  the  Bible.  Throughout  we 
shall  assume  that  one  can  take  the  Bible  seriously  without  ^ 
taking  it  literally.  Our  discussion  will  rest  not  upon  faith  in__ 
the  Bible  itself,  but  commitment  to  the  Christ  whom  the  Bible 
^presents.  This  will  be  the  basis  of  our  critical  approach  to 
Scripture.  Just  as  friends  are  those  who  can  be  most  honestly 
critical  of  each  other,  so  Christians,  trusting  in  Christ,  can  be 
most  "objectively"  critical  of  Christian  Scripture.  It  can  be 
put  down  as  an  axiom  that  being  a  committed  Christian  does 
not  necessitate  the  surrender  of  one's  critical  faculties. 
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The  reader  should  understand  that  this  book  does  not  pre- 
tend to  be  a  defense  of  the  Christian  faith,  unless  it  can  be  said 
that  the  best  apologetic  is  a  sincere  effort  to  let  the  Bible  speak 
in  its  own  terms.  It  will  be  evident  that  the  presentation  is 
made  from  a  "confessional"  rather  than  an  allegedly  neutral 
standpoint.  When  dealing  with  the  issue  of  the  ultimate  mean- 
ing of  human  life  there  can  be  no  neutrality.  Any  questioning 
or  rejection  of  the  biblical  faith  will  be  made  from  another 
faith-standpoint,  not  from  an  impartial  consideration  of  the 
facts.  For  the  Protestant,  faith  is  reliance  upon  God's  love 
manifested  in  Christ;  it  is  personal  response — within  the 
Church  and  guided  by  the  Holy  Spirit — ^to  God's  Word  which 
is  mediated  through  the  Bible.  But  this  faith  does  not  demand 
a  retreat  into  blind  acceptance  of  the  literal  statements  of  the 
Bible  or  the  dogmas  of  the  Church ;  nor  will  the  Christian  say 
that  this  is  a  flip-of-the-coin  decision  as  to  the  meaning  of  life. 
While  faith  is  primary,  such  faith  provides  the  light  which 
enables  reason  to  see  life  in  its  wholeness  and  to  defend  the 
realism  of  the  Christian  interpretation  against  all  rival  faiths 
which  appeal  for  men's  allegiance.  However,  the  discussion  of 
apologetic  issues  lies  beyond  the  purpose  of  this  book. 

A  word  should  be  said  about  tlie  scope  and  method  of  the 
book.  Assuming  with  the  Christian  Church  that  the  Bible — 
both  Old  and  New  Testaments — is  a  unity,  we  shall  attempt 
to  present  the  forward-moving  drama  of  God's  action  in  the 
history  of  his  people,  Israel.  The  Bible  presents  a  historical  1/ 
pageant,  the  theme  of  which  is  the  triumphant  working  out  of 
God's  purpose  in  spite  of  all  attempts  to  oppose  it.  With  this 
central  theme  in  view,  we  shall  attempt  to  describe  the  dy- 
namic movement  of  the  drama  toward  that  climax  which  is 
the  "good  news"  of  the  New  Testament.  Moreover,  each  chap- 
ter also  will  be  anchored  to  a  specific  problem  which  young 
people  often  discuss:  the  Bible  as  "the  Word  of  God"  (chap- 
ter 1),  the  "chosen  people"  (chapter  2),  the  miracles  of  the 
Old  Testament  (chapter  3),  the  immoralities  of  the  Old  Tes- 
tament (chapter  4),  the  "wrath"  of  God  (chapter  5),  the 
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problem  of  suffering  (chapter  6),  the  fulfillment  of  prophecy  i 

(chapter  7),  the  person  of  Christ  (chapter  8),  the  Resurrec-  ; 

tion  (chapter  9),  and  the  stories  of  the  beginning  and  end  of  \ 

history  (chapter  10).  Thus  the  chapter-by-chapter  discussion  \ 

interweaves  both  a  problem-centered  approach  and  a  con-  i 

sideration  of  the  dramatic  unity  of  Scripture.  While  this  j 

method  results  in  glaring  omissions  and  a  certain  amount  of  : 

oversimplification,  perhaps  this  may  be  pardoned  in  a  book  j 

that  seeks  to  awaken  the  interest  of  ordinary  young  people,  \ 

not  to  satisfy  the  needs  of  the  advanced  student  or  the  biblical  \ 

specialist.  i 

This  book  has  been  written  in  close  co-operation  with  stu-  I 

dents  at  the  University  of  North  Carolina.  Not  only  has  the  i 

material  been  used  as  collateral  reading  in  several  courses,  ; 

and  subjected  to  the  book-review  criticisms  of  many  students,  ; 

but  every  chapter  has  been  thoroughly  discussed  by  a  com-  I 

mittee  of   students  who   met   regularly  at  my  home.   The  i 

committee,  kept  small  for  the  purpose  of  discussion,  repre-  I 

sented  a  cross  section  of  campus  interests  and  denominational  \ 

backgrounds    (Episcopal,   Methodist,   Baptist,   Presbyterian,  | 

Lutheran).  Regardless  of  the  quality  of  the  resulting  work,  \ 

this  group  discussion  of  the  Bible  was  an  exciting  venture  in  \ 
which  all  of  us  profited  immensely.  Whatever  merit  there  is 

in  the  book,  I  should  like  to  attribute  to  my  student  com-  '■ 
mentators;  for  whatever  defects  appear,  I  alone  am  respon- 
sible. Since  in  a  real  sense  these  students  are  the  co-authors  of 

this  book,  they  deserve  to  be  mentioned  here  by  name:  i 

David  M.  Anderson,  Jr. 

John  A.  Bridges 

Ann  Marshall  Emmert  j 

Samuel  Hays  Magill  ! 

Michael  C.  D.  McDaniel  '. 

Barbara  R.  Mclntyre  j 

Paul  Livingston  Ritch  ' 
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I  should  like  to  point  out,  further,  that  this  book  first  began 
to  take  shape,  though  in  unwritten  form,  during  my  teaching 
at  Colgate  University  where  I  found  myself  in  an  atmosphere 
congenial  to  understanding  the  biblical  faith  in  relation  to  the 
living  issues  of  our  day. 

If  space  permitted,  I  should  like  to  mention  the  names  of 
my  colleagues  and  friends  who  have  read  the  manuscript  and 
generously  have  made  valuable  suggestions  and  criticisms. 
Especially,  I  should  like  to  express  my  gratitude  to  my  wife, 
whose  constant  encouragement  and  help  have  made  this  book 
possible. 

Grateful  acknowledgment  is  also  made  to  the  following 
individuals  and  publishers  who  kindly  granted  permission  to 
reprint  from  their  copyrighted  material : 

Mr.  Virgil  Markham  for  the  poem,  "Brotherhood,"  by 
Edwin  Markham. 

Mrs.  William  Herbert  Carruth  for  the  first  stanza  of  the 
poem,  "Each  in  His  Own  Tongue,"  by  William  Herbert 
Carruth. 

The  Pilgrim  Press  for  lines  from  the  hymn,  "I  Sought  the 
Lord,"  from  The  Pilgrim  Hymnal. 

The  Macmillan  Company  for  quotations  from  The  Modern 
Use  of  the  Bible,  by  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick;  Doivn  Peacock's 
Feathers,  by  D.  R.  Davies ;  The  Relevance  of  the  Phrophets,  by 
R.  B.  Y.  Scott;  Screwtape  Letters,  by  C.  S.  Lewis;  and  four 
lines  from  the  poem.  Saint  Paul,  by  Frederic  W.  H.  Myers. 

Charles  Scribner's  Sons  for  quotation  from  Christianity  and 
History,  by  Herbert  Butterfield. 

Professor  W.  F.  Albright  and  Pelican  Books  for  quotation 
from  The  Archaeology  of  Palestine,  by  W.  F.  Albright. 

Alfred  A.  Knopf  for  permission  to  quote  "Sonnet  XI"  from 
Selected  Poems  of  Robert  Nathan. 

Harper  and  Brothers  for  quotation  from  Christian  Apolo- 
getics, by  Alan  Richardson. 
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Theology  Today  for  quotation  from  article  in  the  issue  of 
April,  1950,  by  Gilbert  Baker,  "The  Christian  Church  under 
non-Christian  Rulers." 

The  University  of  Chicago  Press  for  Old  Testament  quota- 
tions from  The  Bible:  An  American  Translation,  by  J.  M. 
Powis  Smith  and  Edgar  G.  Goodspeed. 

The  Division  of  Christian  Education  of  the  National  Council 
of  Churches  of  Christ  in  the  United  States  of  America  (for- 
merly the  International  Council  of  Religious  Education)  for 
New  Testament  quotations  from  the  Revised  Standard  Version 
of  the  New  Testament,  published  by  Thomas  Nelson  and  Sons. 
Copyright  1946  by  the  International  Council  of  Religious 
Education. 

The  Westminster  Press  for  quotation  from  Westminster 
Study  Edition  of  the  Holy  Bible. 

The  Westminster  Press  and  Hodder  and  Stoughton  (Lon- 
don) for  quotation  from  Jesus,  the  Messiah,  by  William 
Manson. 

The  Westminster  Press  and  the  Student  Christian  Move- 
ment Press  (London)  for  quotations  from  Preface  to  Bible 
Studies,  by  Alan  Richardson,  and  Christ  and  Time,  by  Oscar 
Cullman. 

Any  book  about  the  Bible  inevitably  will  be  inadequate,  for 
it  is  the  very  nature  of  the  biblical  faith  that  it  resists  all 
attempts  to  imprison  its  dynamic  witness  within  the  confines 
of  any  single  presentation  or  within  the  understanding  of  any 
particular  generation.  However,  Haddam  House  will  have 
been  justified  in  encouraging  and  sponsoring  this  project  if 
the  book,  despite  its  limitations,  helps  to  open  a  door  into  the 
world  of  the  Bible  so  that  some  of  the  younger  generation 
may  hear  anew  the  Word  of  God  in  their  time. 

Bernhard  W.  Anderson 


Contents 


Page 
Preface  vii 

Chapter 

1.  THE  NEW  WORLD  OF  THE  BIBLE  1 

In  what  sense  is  the  Bible  the  Word  of  God? 

2.  GOD'S  ACTION  IN  HISTORY  23 

What  is  the  role  of  the  Chosen  People  in  the  Bible? 

3.  THE  DAYS  OF  ISRAEL'S  YOUTH  40 

How  should  we  view  the  miracles  of  the  Old  Testament? 

4.  ISRAEL  COMES  OF  AGE  64 

What  should  be  our  attitude  toward  the  immoralities 
of  the  Old  Testament? 

5.  THE  DAY  OF  THE  LORD'S  ANGER  88 

Is  the  Christian  God  truly  the  God  of  wrath? 

6.  THE  VALLEY  OF  DEATH'S  SHADOW  122 

Why  do  good  people  suffer? 

7.  IN  THE  FULLNESS  OF  TIME  153 

In  what  way  did  Jesus  fulfill  Old  Testament  prophecies? 

8.  GOD  WAS  IN  CHRIST  180 

Why  do  Christians  believe  in  the  divinity  of  Christ? 

9.  THE  POWER  OF  HIS  RESURRECTION  208 

Why  is  the  Resurrection  so  central  in  the  Christian 
faith? 

10.   THE  BEGINNING  AND  THE  END  236 

How  should  we  understand  the  stories  of  the  Creation, 
the  Fall,  the  Final  Judgment,  and  the  Second  Coming 
of  Christ? 

Index  269 

xiii 


REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 


1 


u, 


The  New  World  of  the  Bible 

NLIKE  THE  PROVERBIAL  MONTH  of  March,  the  twentieth 
century  came  in  like  a  lamb,  bringing  with  it  hopes  of  broth- 
erhood, security,  and  universal  peace.  It  is  difficult  for  the 
present  generation  of  youth  to  understand  the  high  hopes 
that  their  fathers  and  grandfathers  cherished  in  days  past. 
Progress,  technology,  popular  education,  science — these  were  ^ 
words  which  heralded  the  transformation  of  the  earth  into  a  \ 
fair  paradise.  Then  came  a  world  war,  a  world  depression,  the 
demonic  furies  of  Hitler,  the  Spanish  prelude  to  a  second  ^^ 
global  war,  atomic  explosions  in  Japan,  and — the  rest  is  well  ) 
known.  Even  before  the  twentieth  century  had  reached  its  half-  ) 
way  mark,  it  had  threatened  to  go  out  like  a  lion. 

Reading  the  Bible  as  Shipwrecked  Men 

One  result  of  these  devastating  experiences  is  that  people 
have  been  going  back  to  the  Bible  with  a  new  seriousness.  The 
phrase  "back  to  the  Bible"  may  seem  inaccurate.  In  one  sense, 
of  course,  Americans  could  not  get  away  from  the  Bible  any 
more  than  an  individual  can  escape  his  heredity.  The  words 
and  teachings  of  the  Bible  have  been  plowed  deeply  into  the 
soil  of  our  history.  Our  language,  literature,  democratic  instil 
tutions,  and  public  education- — ^to  mention  only  a  few  things — 
have  been  molded  in  part  by  biblical  influence.  To  use  the 
metaphor  of  an  Old  Testament  prophet,  the  Bible  is  the  rock 
from  which  we  have  been  hewn,  the  quarry  from  which  we 
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have  been  dug.  Even  a  brief  study  of  early  American  history 
will  reveal  that  our  nation  was  cradled  in  a  biblical  faith.  And 
since  we  cannot  obliterate  these  historical  memories  which 
are  enshrined  in  our  traditions,  it  is  inevitable  that  men  should 
Cy  revere  the  Bible  even  when  they  do  not  take  it  seriously,  and 
that  they  should  give  it  a  permanent  place  at  the  head  of  the 
list  of  best-sellers  even  when  they  no  longer  read  it. 

It  is  one  thing,  however,  to  respect  the  Bible  or  to  adore  it 
as  a  fetish ;  it  is  quite  another  thing  to  live  by  the  faith  of  the_ 
Bible.  The  appalling  biblical  illiteracy  of  the  present  day  in- 
dicates that  we  have  not  been  true  to  the  "faith  of  our  fath- 
ers." This  is  not  just  a  failure  in  religious  education.  A  brief 
survey  of  American  history  discloses  that  serious  concern  for 
a  biblical  Weltanschauung,  or  world-view,  was  gradually 
eclipsed  by  the  adoption  of  a  set  of  convictions  drawn  from 
another  source.  In  the  language  of  the  historian,  Puritanism 
was  gradually  superseded  by  the  faith  of  the  Enlightenment, 
an  intellectual  movement  of  the  eighteenth  century  which  rep- 
resented the  flowering  of  the  Renaissance. 

The  characteristic  doctrine  of  the  Enlightenment  was  the 
belief  in  inevitable  progress  "onward  and  ever  upward."  Those 
who  gave  expression  to  this  belief  little  realized  how  pro- 
foundly indebted  they  were  to  the  interpretation  of  history 
given  in  the  Bible.  However,  the  leaders  of  the  Enlightenment 
defended  their  confidence  in  the  future  by  arguments  that 
revealed  the  increasingly  secular  spirit  of  the  age.  The  Chris- 
tian belief  in  man  as  a  sinner  was  replaced  by  the  view  that 
man  is  rational  and  morally  virtuous ;  the  Christian  emphasis 
upon  salvation  through  God's  grace  was  surrendered  in  favor 
of  confidence  in  science;  and  the  Christian  belief  in  divine 
Providence  was  superseded  by  the  belief  in  the  operation  of 
"natural  law"  which  guaranteed  the  progressive  movement 
pf  history.  The  Reformation  had  stressed  the  glory  of  God 
and  man's  inability  to  save  himself;  the  Enlightenment,  how- 
ever, gloried  in  man's  ability  to  achieve  the  ideals  of  the 
French  Revolution:  liberty,  equality,  and  fraternity.  Essen- 
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tially  this  was  a  revolutionary  doctrine.  It  gave  bourgeois  so- 
ciety the  justification  for  breaking  away  from  the  restraints  of 
medieval  feudalism  and  seeking  fullness  of  life  in  this  world, 
not  in  heaven  beyond. 

When  Thomas  JeiFerson  drew  up  the  Declaration  of  Inde- 
pendence in  1776,  he  could  not  help  giving  expression  to  the 
new  ideology:  man  is  endowed  with  the  "unalienable  rights" 
of  life,  liberty,  and  the  pursuit  of  happiness ;  his  chief  end  in 
life,  therefore,  is  not  to  "glorify  God  and  enjoy  him  forever," 
as  the  old  Catechism  stated,  but  to  find  fulfillment  in  the 
achievement  of  a  just  and  happy  life.  This  was  a  reasonable 
faith  whose  truths  were  "self-evident"  to  rational  man.  It 
was  an  optimistic  faith  which  enabled  revolutionary  Ameri- 
cans to  break  with  the  past  and  create  a  better  world.  The 
law  of  progress,  the  power  of  reason,  the  essential  goodness 
of  human  nature — these  were  suflBcient  guarantees  of  the  val- 
idity of  the  faith.  In  one  sense  the  Declaration  of  Independ- 
ence was  man's  declaration  of  his  independence  from  God, 
for,  as  Walter  Marshal  Horton  has  said,  republicanism  re- 
acted against  a  God  who  bore  more  resemblance  to  George  III 
than  to  George  Washington.  The  years  which  followed  brought 
additional  confirmation  of  the  truth  of  the  new  faith:  the 
brilliant  achievements  of  science,  the  acquisition  of  tremen- 
dous national  wealth,  the  spread  of  popular  education.  Edwin 
Markham  was  expressing  the  spirit  of  the  nineteenth  and  twen- 
tieth centuries  when  he  wrote: 

Come,  clear  the  way,  then,  clear  the  way: 

Blind  creeds  and  kings  have  had  their  day. 

Break  the  dead  branches  from  the  path: 

Our  hope  is  in  the  aftermath — 

Our  hope  is  in  heroic  men, 

Star-led  to  build  the  world  again. 

To  this  event  the  ages  ran: 

Make  way  for  Brotherhood — make  way  for  Man !  ^ 


1  Reprinted  by  permission. 
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Then  the  lamb  became  a  lion.  There  was  blood,  sweat,  and 
tears;  disillusionment,  cynicism,  and  despair.  Civilization 
was  shaken  to  its  foundations  by  a  world  war,  and  dazed  men_ 
wandered  about  in  the  rubble  of  shattered  dreams.  Long- 
accepted  beliefs  proved  bankrupt.  In  Europe,  Karl  Barth 
saw  the  folly  of  proclaiming  the  gospel  of  modern  man  under 
the  pretense  that  he  was  preaching  from  the  Bible.  Faced 
with  the  minister's  weekly  problem,  the  sermon,  he  began  to 
interpret  the  Scriptures  to  his  expectant  congregation.  "As 
a  minister,"  he  later  wrote,  "I  wanted  to  speak  to  the  people 
in  the  infinite  contradiction  of  their  life,  but  to  speak  the  no 
less  infinite  message  of  the  Bible  which  was  as  much  of  a  rid- 
dle as  life."  As  one  of  the  companions  of  this  Swiss  minister 
said,  the  Bible  was  read  "with  the  eyes  of  shipwrecked 
people  whose  everything  had  gone  overboard."  The  rever- 
berations went  far  beyond  his  parish.  In  Europe,  England, 
America,  and  elsewhere  the  biblical  message  increasingly  was 
proclaimed  with  new  urgency.  To  some  it  seemed  as  though 
a  spiritual  movement,  comparable  to  the  Protestant  Reforma- 
tion of  the  sixteenth  century,  was  spreading  across  the  world. 
That  was  about  thirty  years  ago,  and  even  today  the  move- 
ment has  not  yet  reached  its  full  tide.  Many  people  who  would 
not  call  themselves  "Barthians"  have  found  what  Barth  aptly 
described  as  "that  strange  new  world  of  the  Bible." 

Is  this  rediscovery  of  the  Bible  the  result  of  a  "failure  of 
nerve"?  Is  it  explainable  as  man's  attempt  to  cushion  the 
unpleasant  and  painful  shocks  of  life  and  to  find  happiness 
in  his  environment  at  the  expense  of  an  illusion?  Or,  on  the 
other  hand,  is  the  world  crisis  in  some  sense  the  work  of  God, 
whose  Voice  speaks  to  men  above  the  tumult  of  the  times: 

Be  still  and  know  that  I  am  God! 

I  will  be  exalted   among  the  heathen, 

I  will  be  exalted  in  the  earth. 

—Psalm  46:10 
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This  question  cannot  be  dismissed  lightly.  We  should  rec- 
ognize, however,  that  any  discrediting  of  the  biblical  faith  in 
the  sovereignty  of  God  over  human  history  must  be  done 
from  the  standpoint  of  a  different  and  a  rival  faith.  Faith  is 
inescapable.  If  life  is  to  be  meaninrful  in  any  sense,  every  per- 
son must  commit  himself  to  a  scale  of  values,  a  supreme  loy- 
alty, a  cause  in  which,  by  losing  himself,  he  can  find  himself. 
In  this  sense  there  are  no  "atheists,"  for  as  Martin  Luther  ob- 
served, "Trust  and  faith  of  the  heart  alone  make  both  God 
and  idol.  .  .  .  Whatever  then  thy  heart  clings  to  and  relies 
upon,  that  is  properly  thy  God."^  Life  is  a  battle  of  the  gods, 
and  unfortunately  there  is  no  spectators'  grandstand  from 
which  we  can  view  this  rivalry  disinterestedly.  We  must  take 
a  position  in  the  struggle  if  we  are  to  think,  act,  or  live.  We 
are  truly  living  in  a  world  crisis,  for  this  is  a  time  of  decision, 
as  the  Greek  word  krisis  means.  The  issue  is  precisely  that 
which  Joshua  presented  to  his  fellow  Israelites  long  ago: 
"Choose  ye  this  day  whom  ye  will  serve."  In  our  time  we 
must  decide  whether  we  will  serve  the  Lord  who  speaks  to 
men  through  the  Bible,  or  whether  we  will  serve  the  gods  of 
man's  making. 

The  Bible  is  meant  to  be  read  and  understood  in  times  like 
these.  The  literature  of  the  Old  and  New  Testaments  is  the 
deposit  of  a  succession  of  historical  crises  in  which  men  were 
faced  with  the  question  of  the  meaning  of  their  existence.  With 
stark  realism  the  Bible  describes  events  which  rocked  the 
very  foundation  of  life,  which  destroyed  nations  and  dis- 
placed populations,  which  wrought  havoc,  suffering,  and  anx- 
iety. This  drama  of  faith  was  enacted  upon  a  stage  where  poor 
people  were  the  victims  of  the  rich,  where  Palestinian  rulers 
were  drawn  into  the  maelstrom  of  international  events,  and 
where  one  great  nation  after  another  sought  to  create  a  world 
empire  by  the  power  of  the  sword.  Situated  strategically  at 

2  Quoted  by  Richard  Niebuhr  in  his  excellent  article,  "The  Nature  and  Exist- 
ence of  God,"  in  Motive  (Magazine  of  the  Methodist  Student  Movement),  De- 
cember, 1943. 
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the  crossroads  of  the  ancient  world,  Palestine  was  the  very 
jtorm  center  of  life.  The  Bible,  therefore,  does  not  come  from 
a  sheltered  valley  of  Shangri-la;  its  message  was  forced  out 
of  circumstances  in  which  people  felt  the  maximum  of  ten- 
sion and  suffering.  This  book  speaks  out  of  the  immediate  and 
(^  concrete  realities  of  history,  where  men  doubted  and  believed, 
hated  and  loved,  despaired  and  hoped.  Its  message  comes 
from  the  depth  of  life  and  speaks  to  the  depth  within  us. 
It  finds  us  where  we  are  living.  Therefore  it  is  understandable 
that  as  modern  people  wrestle  with  the  issues  of  destiny  in 
their  own  contemporary  situation,  they  often  find  themselves 
in  rapport  with  the  prophets  and  apostles  of  the  Bible.  Per- 
haps the  Bible  is  most  deeply  understood  only  by  shipwrecked 
men. 

The  Humanity  of  Scripture 

From  one  point  of  view  the  Bible  is  a  very  human  book.  The 
word  "bible,"  derived  from  a  Greek  plural  word  meaning 
"booklets,"  is  descriptive  of  its  diverse  character.  Here  is  a 
library  of  sacred  writings.  Protestants  count  sixty-six  books: 
thirty-nine  in  the  Old  Testament  and  twenty-seven  in  the  New. 
In  this,  Protestants  differ  from  Roman  Catholics  who  include 
in  the  Old  Testament  several  additional  writings  which  were 
admitted  at  the  time  when  the  first  Greek  translation,  known 
as  the  Septuagint,  was  made  by  Greek-speaking  Jews  of  Alex- 
andria (about  250  B.C.  and  on).  Since  these  books  were  never 
included  in  the  Hebrew  Bible,  Protestants  relegate  them  to 
the  "Apocrypha"  and  consider  them  to  be  outside  the  limits 
of  sacred  scripture. 

This  library  covers  a  long  period  of  time.  In  fact,  if  we 
begin  with  Abraham,  it  includes  almost  two  thousand  years 
of  historical  remembrance.  We  would  have  some  idea  of  the 
time  span  covered  by  the  Bible  if  we  could  imagine  a  similai 
book  of  writings  and  traditions  produced  in  the  course  of 
^  Western  history  from  the  period  of  Julius  Caesar  to  the  pe- 
?  riod  of  Joseph  Stalin.  The  diversity  of  the  Bible,  therefore^ 
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is  the  kaleidoscopic  diversity  of  Israelite  history  in  the  lon^ 
and  inexorable  march  of  time. 

Moreover,  the  Bible  mirrors  the  experience  of  a  great 
variety  of  people  who  were  involved  personally  in  these 
events.  Many  who  contributed  to  the  biblical  epic  are  un- 
known to  us  by  name;  the  Bible,  however,  bears  the  imprint 
of  their  lives.  Prophets  and  apostles,  kings  and  priests,  wise 
men  and  scribes,  have  made  their  individual  contribution. 
Side  by  side  in  this  library,  and  often  intermingled  in  sepa- 
rate books,  are  poetry  and  prose,  law  and  prophecy,  history 
and  fiction,  wisdom  literature  and  devotional  hymns,  sermons 
and  epistles.  Sometimes  the  language  moves  in  the  majestic 
cadences  of  stately  prose  (as  in  Genesis  1),  sometimes  in 
the  balanced  rhythms  of  poetry  (as  in  Isaiah  40-55),  some- 
times in  the  vivid  style  of  narrative  (as  in  the  story  of  the 
Exodus,  or  the  Nativity  stories),  sometimes  in  symbolic  flights 
of  religious  imagination  (as  in  Daniel  and  Revelation).  All 
of  the  available  literary  forms  and  all  of  the  rich  variety  of 
human  expression  enter  into  the  proclamation  of  the  biblical 
message. 

In  this  library  the  human  situation  is  presented  with  the 
utmost  realism.  Nothing  human  is  alien  to  its  range  of  inter- 
est. Stories  about  murder,  rape,  trickery,  war,  religious  per- 
secution,  and  church  jealousies  are  mingled  with  accounts 
of  divine  action,  heavenly  visions,  ventures  of  faith,  and_ 
hymns  of  hope.  This  is  especially  noticeable  in  the  Old  Testa- 
ment where  often  the  most  shocking  things  are  said  and  done 
in  the  name  of  religion.  In  fact,  there  are  whole  tracts  of  Scrip- 
ture in  which  the  sacred  element  is  not  readily  obvious,  as, 
for  instance,  in  the  book  of  Esther  where  the  name  of  God 
is  not  clearly  mentioned  even  once,  or  the  Song  of  Songs  where 
sexual  passion  seems  to  predominate.  Consequently,  from  the 
earliest  times  there  have  been  attempts  to  present  an  expur- 
gated edition  of  the  Bible,  either  by  omitting  the  all  too 
human  passages  found  particularly  in  the  Old  Testament, 
or  by  toning  down  the  offensive  passages  with  the  aid  of  a 
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symbolic  (allegorical)  interpretation.  In  its  original  form, 
however,  the  Bible  gives  an  uncensored  description  of  tlie 
human  situation.  The  picture  of  human  life  is  not  "touched 
up"  to  make  it  appear  better  than  it  is.  Many  of  the  biblical 
stories  verify  a  central  truth  of  the  biblical  revelation,  namely, 
that  man  is  a  sinner  who  often  attempts  to  justify  himself  in 
his  sin  by  means  of  his  religion.  In  one  sense  a  more  human 
library  has  never  been  written. 

Presently  we  shall  look  at  the  other  side  of  the  picture:  the 
Bible  as  the  witness  to  God's  revelation.  Now,  however,  it  is 
important  to  notice  that  the  human  aspect  of  the  Bible  has 
enabled  scholars  to  study  it  with  the  same  critical  methodol- 
ogy which  is  applicable  in  the  study  of  other  literature,  like 
the  Hindu  Vedas,  the  Homeric  poems,  or  the  plays  of  Shake- 
speare. In  fact,  there  is  probably  no  other  literature  which  has 
been  studied  more  earnestly  and  intensively  than  the  Bible. 

The  beginnings  of  biblical  criticism  can  be  traced  back 
to  the  very  dawn  of  the  Christian  era,  when  scholars  began 
to  raise  questions  as  to  the  accuracy  of  the  received  text  of 
the  Bible  and  to  notice  difficulties  that  the  rigid  dogmas  of 
the  faith  could  not  eliminate.  The  Renaissance,  bringing  a 
new  sense  of  mental  freedom  and  reviving  an  interest  in  the 
documents  of  the  past,  gave  a  fresh  impetus  to  the  study. 
Likewise  the  Protestant  Reformation  made  its  contribution  by 
emphasizing  the  sole  authority  of  Scripture  in  the  Christian 
faith  and  by  insisting  upon  making  the  Bible  accessible  to 
the  masses.  Finally,  the  rise  of  the  scientific  movement  brought 
to  the  investigation  both  a  passion  for  the  attainment  of  truth 
and  a  critical  methodology,  by  the  use  of  which  men  sought 
to  purge  Christianity  of  error  and  superstition.  Here  we  can- 
not go  into  the  fascinating  story  of  the  many  scholars  who 
added  their  creative  labors,  often  at  the  price  of  ostracism  or 
excommunication  from  the  Christian  community.  Many  of 
the  scientific  hypotheses  proposed  were  fanciful;  many  of  the 
interpretations  set  forth  were  more  expressive  of  the  spirit 
of  the  age  in  which  the  scholar  lived  than  representative  of  the 
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biblical  faith  itself.  But  today  we  have  the  advantage  of  stand- 
ing on  the  shoulders  of  these  men  of  the  past.  Thanks  to  the 
labors  of  experts  in  Hebrew  and  Greek,  it  is  now  possible 
to  present  a  translation  of  the  Bible  which  overcomes  some  of 
the  limitations  of  the  classical  King  James  Version.  Archae- 
ologists have  excavated  many  places  in  the  Near  East  and 
have  thrown  new  light  on  the  historical  period  and  cultural 
situation  in  which  the  Bible  was  written.  Historians  have  en- 
abled us  to  read  the  writings  of  the  Bible  in  the  approximate 
chronological  order  in  which  they  were  composed,  and  have 
helped  us  to  understand  the  message  of  each  book  in  the  light 
of  the  circumstances  of  its  composition.  Because  of  these  crit- 
ical labors,  our  knowledge  of  the  human  aspect  of  Scripture 
is  far  in  advance  of  that  of  past  theological  leaders  like  Au- 
gustine, Aquinas,  Luther,  or  Calvin. 

The  Bible  as  the  Word  of  God 

The  uniqueness  of  the  Bible,  however,  cannot  be  understood 
adequately  by  treating  it  merely  as  a  human  book.  The  Bible 
was  never  designed  to  be  read  as  great  literature,  sober  his- 
tory, naive  philosophy,  or  primitive  science.  Men  remembered 
stories,  treasured  traditions,  and  wrote  in  various  forms  of 
literature  because  of  one  inescapable  conviction:  they  had 
been  confronted  by  God  in  events  which  had  taken  place  in 
their  history.  Though  hidden  from  mortal  sight  in  light  un- 
approachable, the  holy  God  had  revealed  himself  to  man- 
kind. He  had  taken  the  initiative  to  establish  a  relationship 
with  his  people.  He  had  spoken  his  Word  of  judgment  and  of 
mercy.  "In  many  and  various  ways  God  spoke  of  old  to 
our  fathers  by  the  prophets;  but  in  these  last  days  he  has 
spoken  to  us  by  a  Son."  These  opening  words  of  the  Letter 
to  the  Hebrews  strike  the  keynote  of  the  Bible.  It  is  this  central 
conviction  which  gives  the  Bible,  both  Old  and  New  Testa- 
ments, the  status  of  sacred  scripture  in  the  Christian  Church. 

This  faith  is  a  stumbling  block  to  the  modem  mind.  It 
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would  be  more  honest,  however,  to  reject  the  biblical  claim 
outright  than  to  insist  that  the  message  of  God's  revelation 
is  peripheral  and  that  these  people  actually  meant  to  say 
something  other  than  they  seem  to  say.  The  Bible  has  suffered 
seriously  from  readers  who,  like  the  legendary  highwayman 
of  ancient  Greece,  have  attempted  to  force  its  message  into 
the  Procrustean  bed  of  modern  ways  of  thinking.  As  a  conse- 
quence, some  people  have  dismissed  the  theology  of  the  Bible 
as  a  poetic  or  mythical  embellishment  of  men's  maturing 
awareness  of  the  distinction  between  right  and  wrong.  Others 
have  treated  it  as  elementary  philosophy,  the  first  efforts  of 
the  Hebrews  reflectively  to  understand  Reality.  These  ap- 
proaches to  the  meaning  of  human  existence  may  be  adequate 
outside  the  Bible.  But  the  men  of  the  Bible  say  something  very 
different.  It  is  their  claim  that  God  himself  has  spoken  with 
a  decisiveness,  a  once-for-all-ness.  They  do  not  tell  us  about 
searching  for  moral  values,  or  attempting  to  reach  a  more 
satisfying  philosophy  by  standing  a  bit  taller  on  their  intel- 
lectual tiptoes.  Rather,  they  bear  witness  to  their  encounter 
with  God  in  the  midst  of  crucial  events  of  history,  their  en- 
gagement with  him  in  moments  of  historical  crisis.  And,  above 
all,  this  revelation  was  not  peripheral  or  incidental  to  their 
message;  it  was  the  vantage  point  from  which  they  viewed 
everything  else — ^politics,  social  injustice,  and  war;  past, 
present,  and  future.  They  do  not  argue  this  faith;  they  pro- 
claim it  with  confessional  language:  "Here  I  stand,  I  cannot 
do  otherwise." 

The  subject  matter  of  the  Bible,  then,  is  God's  self -revela- 
tion to  men.  Because  of  this  stupendous  theme,  traditional 
Christianity  has  described  the  Bible  as  the  "Word  of  God" 
and  has  insisted  upon  the  divine  authorship  of  Scripture.  Says 
a  New  Testament  writer:  "All  Scripture  is  given  by  inspira- 
tion of  God,"  that  is,  as  the  Greek  word  suggests,  it  is  "God- 
breathed"  or  "filled  with  the  breath  of  God"  (II  Timothy  3: 
16).  However  seriously  one  may  take  the  human  dimension  of 
Scripture,  he  cannot  easily  disregard  the  central  claim  of  the 
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Bible  itself  to  be  the  record  and  witness  of  revelatory  events 
in  which  God  has  spoken.  This  is  sacred  scripture  because  the 
Holy  Spirit  breathes  through  the  ancient  words  and  reveals 
to  men  in  every  age  the  Word  of  truth. 

The  Inspiration  of  the  Bible 

What  does  it  mean  to  say  that  the  Bible  is  inspired?  This 
is  the  heart  of  our  problem.  It  is  no  easy  task  to  deal  with 
the  Bible  in  such  a  manner  that  one  does  justice  both  to 
its  humanity  and  its  divine  authorship.  Much  confusion  has 
been  brought  about  by  those  who  would  oversimplify  the 
matter,  either  by  emphasizing  the  human  element  in  Scripture 
to  the  point  of  stultifying  its  divine  authorship,  or  by  empha- 
sizing the  divine  character  of  the  Bible  to  the  point  of  ignoring 
that  it  is  a  human  book.  The  major  cleavage  in  the  Protestant 
churches  in  America  is  no  longer  denominational,  geograph- 
ical, or  even  doctrinal.  The  line  is  drawn  at  die  point  of  the 
authority  of  the  Bible,  and  in  general  Protestants  can  be 
divided  according  to  which  side  they  take  in  the  debate  over 
biblical  inspiration. 

Many  Protestants  have  adopted  a  position  which  has  been 
labeled  "liberalism."  Instead  of  hiding  their  heads,  ostrich- 
like, in  the  barren  sands  of  the  past,  these  Christians  sincerely 
and  devoutly  have  attempted  to  make  the  Bible  speak  rele- 
vantly to  the  modem  situation.  A  Christian  cannot  believe 
one  set  of  ideas  on  Sunday  and  then  live  by  another  set  of 
assumptions  the  rest  of  the  week.  Such  religious  "schizo- 
phrenia" is  intolerable,  for  the  Christian  faith  jealously  de- 
mands the  allegiance  of  the  whole  man.  Therefore,  liberals 
^ught  to  adjust  the  inherited  faith  to  the  bewildering  modem 
world  whose  outlook  had  been  defined  by  the  achievements^? 
science.  It  was  their  intention  to  remain  loyal  to  the  biblical 
faith,  but  to  make  this  faith  relevant  by  translating  its  truths 
into  the  language  of  the  modern  age.  This  point  of  view  was 
championed  brilliantly  by  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick,  who  popu- 
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^  larized  the  phrase,  "abiding  experiences  in  changing  cate- 
gories,"  and  insisted  that  biblical  truth  could  be  lifted  out 

)  of  the  biblical  framework  of  expression  and  reinterpreted  in 

I  the  categories  of  modern  thought.^ 

Specifically,  this  meant  reinterpreting  the  Bible  in  terms  of 
the  concept  of  evolution,  a  scientific  hypothesis  which  origi- 
nally was  applied  in  the  field  of  biology  but  which  soon  was 
transferred  to  other  fields  of  investigation  until  it  became  the 
dominant  philosophical  point  of  view  on  the  American  scene. 
This  outlook  found  theological  expression  in  the  toning  down 
or  outright  rejection  of  supernaturalism  in  favor  of  the  idea  of 
divine  immanence,  that  is,  God's  indwelling  in  man  and 
nature.  For  instance,  creation  by  supernatural  fiat  was  rein- 
terpreted to  mean  God's  continuing  creation,  his  immanence 
in  the  long  evolutionary  upthrust.  In  "Each  in  His  Own 
Tongue,"  William  Carruth  gave  poetic  expression  to  the  new 
interpretation  of  creation: 

A  fire-mist  and  a  planet, 

A  crystal  and  a  cell, 
A  jelly-fish  and  a  saurian, 

And  caves  where  the  cave-men  dwell; 
Then  a  sense  of  law  and  beauty 

And  a  face  turned  from  the  clod, — 
Some  call  it  Evolution, 

And  others  call  it  God.* 

Applied  to  religious  knowledge,  the  evolutionary  interpre- 
tation found  expression  in  the  idea  of  "progressive  revela- 
tion." That  is  to  say,  God  works  immanently  within  the  his- 
torical process,  revealing  his  timeless  truths  up  to  man's 
ability  to  understand ;  on  man's  side,  this  progressive  illumina- 
tion yields  increasing  "discovery"  or  expanding  "insight." 
The  Bible  allegedly  gives  evidence  of  such  progress.  The 


3  See  Fosdick's  book,  The  Modern  Use  of  the  Bible  (Macmillan,  1929),  espe- 
cially chap.  4. 

*  By  William  Herbert  Carruth.  Permission  of  Mrs.  William  Herbert  Carruth. 
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religion  of  Moses  is  said  to  be  comparatively  primitive.  But 
under  the  influence  of  the  prophetic  "genius,"  crude  and 
barbarous  elements  were  gradually  removed,  until  Jesus 
finally  came  as  the  great  discoverer  of  God  and  the  teacher  of 
the  loftiest  ethical  principles.  Since  all  humanity  is  involved 
in  the  evolutionary  process,  it  is  no  more  surprising  that 
religions  outside  the  biblical  tradition  should  arrive  at  the 
same  insights  than  it  is  that  both  Russia  and  America,  working 
independently,  should  unlock  the  secret  of  the  atom.  Accord- 
ing to  this  view,  the  greatness  of  Jesus  is  that  he  saw  what 
many  others  had  seen,  or  could  have  seen,  but  by  his  forceful 
teaching  and  sacrificial  death  he  helped  men  to  take  truth 
seriously. 

This  modern  view  of  the  Bible  enabled  Christians  to  keep 
their  heads  erect  in  a  world  where  only  fools  or  fanatics  would 
dare  to  challenge  the  assured  results  of  science.  Of  course, 
liberals  were  also  children  of  their  time,  and  therefore  fell 
into  the  temptation  of  revising  the  Bible  in  accordance  with 
their  own  presuppositions.  Nevertheless,  liberalism  at  its  best 
was  governed  by  the  spirit  of  evangelical  Christianity."*  This 
is  noticeable,  for  example,  in  one  of  the  characteristic  ele- 
ments of  the  liberal  attitude:  devotion  to  truth.  A  critical 
principle  lies  at  the  heart  of  the  liberal  attitude,  the  fearless 
application  of  which  is  akin  to  the  spirit  of  ancient  prophets 
who  challenged  all  human  securities.  Just  as  the  Protestant^ 
Reformation  broke  upon  the  world  in  protest  against  a  Church 
which  had  identified  itself  with  God's  Kingdom  on  earth,  so_ 
liberalism  emerged  as  a  prophetic  challenge  to  a  decadent 
Protestantism  that  had  prematurely  concealed  Christian  truth 
into  a  static  system  of  belief.  According  to  liberalism,  all 
conclusions  must  be  judged  by  truth  itself.  This  attitude,  when 
applied  to  biblical  study,  has  aided  in  our  rediscovery  of  the 
Bible  by  enabling  us  to  read  it  in  the  light  of  the  circumstances 
in  which  it  was  written. 

*  See  H.  P.  Van  Dusen's  discussion  of  liberal  theology  in  The  Vitality  of  the 
Christian  Tradition,  ed.  George  Thomas  (Harper,  1941),  pp.  168-174. 
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Moreover,  Protestant  liberalism  was  a  healthy  relief  from 
the  one-sided  emphasis  upon  the  salvation  of  the  individual 
soul.  Liberalism  flowered  in  the  "social  gospel"  movement,  as 
ably  represented  by  men  like  Walter  Rauschenbusch.  If  the 
liberal's  expectancy  of  building  a  Christian  society  on  earth 
was  too  much  under  the  influence  of  the  faith  of  the  Enlighten- 
ment, it  was  certainly  akin  to  the  this-worldly  religion  of  the 
Bible  according  to  which  all  of  life  must  be  brought  under  the 
sovereignty  of  God.  Finally,  liberalism  at  its  best  was  moti- 
vated by  a  vivid  and  vital  rediscovery  of  Christian  experience. 
If,  as  Luther  said,  "every  Christian  must  do  his  own  believing, 
just  as  he  must  do  his  own  dying,"  then  likewise  each  agje 
(y  must  make  its  own  discovery  of  Christ  and  express  its  faith  in 
its  unicfue  way.  Liberalism  did  this  for  the  late  nineteenth  and 
early  twentieth  centuries.  Indeed,  future  historians  undoubt- 
edly will  appraise  liberalism  as  one  of  the  most  dynamic 
movements  in  the  history  of  Christianity. 

Although  liberalism  was  swept  along  by  a  powerful  current 
of  evangelical  Christianity,  the  theology  of  liberalism  came 
too  much  under  the  influence  of  the  modern  world-view.  It  is 
one  thing  to  attempt  to  translate  the  biblical  faith  into  cate- 
gories which  modern  man  can  understand;  it  is  quite  another 
thing  to  adopt  modern  categories  as  ruling  principles  of  inter- 
pretation. In  attempting  to  bring  Christianity  up  to  date, 
liberals  virtually  capitulated  to  the  prevailing  world-view  of 
the  day,  so  much  so  that  the  dividing  line  between  liberal 
Protestantism  and  secularism  became  increasingly  dim.  Re- 
action was  inevitable. 

The  reaction  came  in  the  form  of  a  movement  known  as 
fundamentalism.  Beginning  during  the  period  1910-20  on  an 
organized  interdenominational  basis,  it  was  led  by  conserva- 
tive Protestants  who  felt  that  "modernists"  were  "throwing 
out  the  baby  with  the  bath"  in  their  streamlining  of  the  Chris- 
tian faith.  The  historian  will  point  out  precedents  for  this 
movement  in  the  sterile  orthodoxy  which  set  in  shortly  after 
the  outburst  of  the  Protestant  Reformation,  and  in  the  decadent 
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Calvinism  which  persisted  in  America,  especially  in  rural 
areas,  throughout  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries. 
Fundamentalism  as  such,  however,  is  a  distinctly  twentieth 
century  phenomenon,  and  is  properly  regarded  as  essentially 
a  reactionary  protest  against  the  excesses  of  the  modernizing 
of  the  Bible.  Precipitated  by  the  crisis  occasioned  by  the 
introduction  of  the  theory  of  evolution,  it  was  aimed  at  re- 
storing and  preserving  the  fundamentals  of  the  Faith.  The 
movement  gained  national  and  even  international  attention 
through  the  "heresy"  investigation  of  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick 
in  1923,  and  the  infamous  Scopes  "monkey"  trial  at  Dayton, 
Tennessee,  in  1925  where  the  anti-evolution  case  was  cham- 
pioned eloquently  by  William  Jennings  Bryan.  Even  yet, 
fundamentalism  is  a  powerful  force  in  the  American  religious 
scene.  Young  people  become  familiar  with  crusading  funda- 
mentalism through  the  "Youth  for  Christ"  movement  or,  on 
the  college  campus,  through  the  "Inter- Varsity  Fellowship." 
The  key  "fundamental"  of  the  faith,  according  to  this 
group,  is  the  inerrancy  of  Scripture.  In  the  words  of  a  repre- 
sentative statement,  it  is  "an  essential  doctrine  of  the  Word  of 
God  and  our  standards  that  the  Holy  Spirit  did  so  inspire, 
guide,  and  move  the  writers  of  the  Holy  Scripture  as  to  keep 
them  from  error."  This  means  that  the  words  of  the  Bible  are 
the  very  words  of  God  himself.  The  writers  of  the  Bible  were 
mere  passive  secretaries  who  mechanically  transcribed  the 
divine  words,  these  words  being  the  media  for  conveying  the 
thoughts  of  the  Infinite  Intelligence  who  knows  everything 
past,  present,  and  future.  Because  God  is  literally  the  author 
of  Holy  Scripture,  the  whole  Bible  "from  cover  to  cover''  is 
held  to  be  absolutely  infallible.  In  popular  practice  funda^ 
mentalists  have  claimed  infallibility  for  a  particular  version 
of  the  Bible:  the  King  James  Version  of  1611!  Apparent  con- 
tradictions in  Scripture,  they  say,  are  not  real  and  are  made 
to  vanish  by  the  magic  of  an  interpretative  method  which 
weaves  together  texts  from  all  over  the  Bible.  It  is  supposedly 
a  matter  of  faith  for  the  Christian  to  take  the  Bible  exactly 
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for  what  it  says.  If  the  Bible  says  that  the  world  was  created  1 
in  six  days,  that  God  made  a  woman  out  of  Adam's  rib,  that  i 
Joshua  commanded  the  sun  to  stand  still,  that  Balaam's  ass  i 
talked,  or  that  Jesus  turned  water  into  wine,  then  these  matters  i 
must  be  accepted  as  facts.  Many  young  people  have  gone 
away  to  college  burdened  with  the  anxiety  that  it  is  a  sin  to 
question  the  literal  accuracy  of  the  biblical  stories. 

Fundamentalists  argue  that  the  doctrine  of  the  inerrancy  of 
Scripture  is  a  Christian  belief  of  long  standing.  It  is  quite  true 
that  both  Protestantism  and  Roman  Catholicism  have  spoken 
of  the  Bible  in  the  highest  terms.  Calvin,  for  instance,  referred 
to  the  Bible  as  the  infallible  Word  of  God,  and  described  it 
by  such  phrases  as  "God's  own  voice,"  "dictated  by  the  Holy 
Spirit,"  and  so  on.  Moreover,  a  recent  Vatican  Council  de- 
clared that  the  books  of  the  Bible  are  sacred  "not  because, 
having  been  composed  by  human  industry,  they  were  after- 
ward approved  by  her  [the  Church's]  authority,  nor  merely 
because  they  contain  revelation  without  error,  but  because 
having  been  written  under  the  inspiration  of  the  Holy  Spirit, 
they  have  God  for  their  author,  and  as  such  were  handed 
down  to  the  Church  herself."  But  in  neither  case  did  insistence 
upon  the  divine  authorship  of  Scripture  carry  with  it  a  slavish 
devotion  to  the  letter  of  the  Scriptures  or  involve  the  belief 
that  the  Bible  is  the  sole  norm  for  everything  under  the  sun.^ 
It  is  a  great  mistake  to  identify  fundamentalism  with  the_ 
jthinking  of  men  like  Luther  or  Calvin.  Unlike  classical  Chris^^ 
tian  orthodoxy,  fundamentalism  is  slavishly  bound  to.  the 
literal  text  of  the  Bible,  and  manifests  open  hostility  to  any- 
thing  which  goes  under  the  name  of  biblical  criticism.  The 
point  bears  repetition  that  fundamentalism  is  a  twentieth- 
century  reactionary  movement. 

To  the  credit  of  fundamentalism  it  should  be  said  that  these 

5  For  a  treatment  of  "The  Reformer's  Use  of  the  Bible,"  see  Paul  Lehmann, 
Theology  Today,  October,  1946,  pp.  328ff.  For  a  recent  Catholic  statement  giv- 
ing limited  encouragement  to  biblical  criticism,  see  the  encyclical  letter  of  Pope 
Pius  XII,  Divino  Afflante  Spiritu  (1943). 
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conservative  Christians  have  been  sincere  and  devout  in  their 
attempt  to  defend  the  fundamentals  of  Christianity  behind  a 
Maginot  line  of  biblical  literalism.  As  we  have  observed, 
liberalism  tended  to  veer  away  from  the  main  stream  of  evan- 
gelical Christianity  and  to  become  a  "modernism"  carried 
along  by  the  current  of  secularism.  Thus  one  may  say  that 
fundamentalists,  in  their  dogmatic  way,  have  been  making  a 
valid  protest  against  a  secularized  Christianity  which  failed 
to  remember  Paul's  advice:  "Be  not  conformed  to  this 
world. . . ."  The  protest,  however,  has  had  little  effect  on  the 
real  frontiers  of  theological  thinking.  It  is  significant  that  the 
current  theological  revival,  spoken  of  earlier,  has  not  been  led_ 
by  fundamentalists  but  by  liberal  Protestants  whose  liberalism 
was  deepened  and  chastened  by  involvement  in  the  world 


crisis.^ 


The  real  strength  of  fundamentalism  lies  in  its  weaknesses^ 
When  the  securities  of  life  are  threatened,  men  seek  an  author-_ 
ity  which  is  visible  and  absolute.  The  Bible,  therefore,  came  to_ 
be  an  Ark  of  salvation  in  which,  like  Noah  and  his  family, 
the  faithful  could  find  refuge  from  the  storms  of  agnosticism 
and  change  which  were  sweeping  the  world.  Fundamentalism 
is  really  a  form  of  bibliolatry,  that  is,  it  is  a  faith  in  the  Bible 
itself,  rather  than  faith  in  the  God  who  speaks  his  Word_ 
through  the  Bible.  Despite  its  high  regard  for  the  Bible,  this 
movement  offers  men  a  false  and — paradoxical  though  this 
may  seem — an  unbiblical  authority. 

Moreover,  part  of  the  appeal  of  fundamentalism  lies  in  its 
reactionary  social  position.  Too  often  the  defense  of  the  Bible 
has  been  allied  curiously  with  a  reactionary  defense  of  the 
status  quo.  It  is  hardly  accidental  that  frequently  the  funda- 
mentalist leadership  has  been  recruited  from,  and  the  finan- 
cial support  for  the  movement  given  by,  successful  business- 
men who  have  been  more  concerned  about  "saving  souls"  for 


^  See  the  series  of  articles  by  Charles  Clayton  Morrison,  "Neo-Orthodoxy's 
Liberalism,"  in  The  Christian  Century,  June  7,  14,  and  21,  1950. 
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<  eternity  than  about  redeeming  society  in  the  name  of  Jesus 
Christ.  The  biblical  justification  for  this  escape  from  social 
radicalism  has  been  the  "premillennial"  hope,  that  is,  the 
belief  that  Christ  must  come  again  before  the  millennium  of 
justice  and  peace  can  be  introduced;  in  the  meantime,  the 
evils  of  society  must  continue  and  even  become  worse/  The 
belief  that  "Jesus  is  coming  soon" — as  one  reads  on  signs 
along  our  highways — ^produces  evangelists,  but  does  not  in- 
spire a  "social  gospel."  If  liberalism  has  capitulated  to  secu- 
larism, it  is  equally  true  that  fundamentalism  in  its  own 
way  has  made  even  more  dangerous  concessions  to  the  status 
quo. 

In  summary,  fundamentalism  and  liberalism  are  both 
partly  rig;ht  and  partly  wrong.  Fundamentalists  are  right  in 
insisting  that  the  Bible  on  its  own  witness  presents  men  with 
the  Word  of  God.  When  liberals  equate  "progressive  revela- 
tion" with  "increasing  discovery,"  the  word  revelation  is  vir- 
tually emptied  of  meaning.  The  reality  has  gone,  leaving 
behind  only  the  empty  word,  like  the  lingering  grin  after 
the  disappearance  of  the  Cheshire  cat;  for  that  which  men 
can  discover  potentially — like  the  secret  of  the  atom — is 
scarcely  the  traditional  meaning  of  "revelation."  If  there  is 
revelation,  God  must  reveal  to  man  what  man  in  his  blindness 
cannot  or  will  not  see.  He  must  shed  eternal  light  upon  the 
mystery  of  life.  He  must  offer  a  divine  solution  to  an  other- 
wise insoluble  human  problem.  Fundamentalists  are  keen 
enough  to  see  this.  But  unfortunately  they  make  so  much  of 
the  divine  authorship  of  Scripture  that  the  human  element  is 
virtually  eliminated,  the  human  secretary  being  only  a  me- 
chanical or  passive  transmitter  of  God's  revelation. 

Liberalism,  on  the  other  hand,  is  right  in  emphasizing  the 
humanity  of  Scripture — "the  warp  of  human  life  on  the  loom 
of  Scripture,  across  which  the  shuttle  of  the  Spirit  of  God  so 

"^  Fundamentalists  base  this  belief  on  Revelation  20 :2-3,  which  they  inter- 
pret to  mean  that  Christ  must  come  to  inaugurate  the  "thousand  years"  of 
peace. 
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constantly  moved,"  as  H.  Wheeler  Robinson  has  put  it. 
Whatever  the  inspired  content  of  the  Bible  is,  "we  have  this 
treasure  in  a  frail  earthen  vessel."  If  God  speaks  his  Word, 
men  must  hear  it  and  respond  within  the  limitations  of  con- 
crete historical  situations.  Since  the  men  of  the  Bible  were 
men  and  not  God  they  inevitably  used  the  language  of  their 
time  to  communicate  their  faith.  These  things  liberalism  em- 
phasized and  brilliantly  verified  by  means  of  historical  criti- 
cism. Unfortunately,  however,  the  human  element  of  Scripture 
was  overemphasized,  especially  under  the  influence  of  the 
dominant  evolutionary  philosophy,  with  the  result  that  "God" 
became  little  more  than  a  force  at  work  in  the  social  process, 
leading  men  to  the  formulation  of  loftier  ideas  and  sounder 
ethical  insights.  Thus  the  uniqueness  of  the  biblical  revelation 
was  often  discounted  and  the  divine  authorship  of  Scripture 
reduced  to  an  empty  figure  of  speech.  As  liberal  scholars  are 
now  recognizing  increasingly,  the  weakness  of  the  liberalism 
of  the  past  was  not  in  the  use  of  the  method  of  historical 
criticism,  but  rather  the  fault  lay  in  the  dubious  presupposi- 
tions about  the  nature  of  man  and  history  which  governed  the 
use  of  the  method.^ 

The  Word  Behind  the  Words 

In  the  following  chapters  we  shall  attempt  to  take  up  the 
task  of  interpretation  where  liberalism  left  off,  or  at  the  point 
where  liberalism  went  astray  because  it  was  too  much  influ- 
enced by  the  modern  world-view.  Unlike  fundamentalism,  we 
shall  not  take  the  Bible  literally;  like  liberalism,  we  shall 
take  the  Bible  seriously — more  seriously  than  liberals  of  the 
past  have  been  wont  to  do.  In  so  far  as  possible  the  approach 
to  Scripture  will  be  inductive.  We  shall  attempt  to  let  the  Bible 
speak  for  itself  rather  than  force  it  to  uphold  any  theological 


8  See  the  essay  by  T.  W.  Manson,  "The  Failure  of  Liberalism  to  Interpret  the 
Bible  as  the  Word  of  God,"  in  The  Interpretation  of  the  Bible,  ed.  C.  W.  Dug- 
more  (London:  Society  for  Promoting  Christian  Knowledge,  1944). 
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dogma  or  preferred  way  of  thinking.  Our  aim  will  be  to  view 
the  Bible  from  the  "inside  out,"  rather  than  from  the  "outside 
in."  Thus  we  shall  hope  to  do  justice  to  both  the  "deity"  and 
the  "humanity"  of  Scripture,  that  is,  to  both  divine  revelation 
and  human  response. 

What  do  we  mean  when  we  speak  of  the  Bible  as  the  "Word 
of  God"?  Let  us  recognize  at  the  outset  that  we  are  using  the 
language  of  metaphor.  When  the  prophets  exclaimed  "thus 
saith  the  Lord"  they  were  not  putting  quotation  marks  around_ 
the  actual  words  which  had  been  spoken  by  God ;_  and  when 
they  exhorted  their  countrymen  to  "hear  the  Word  of  the 
Lord"  they  did  not  refer  to  a  Voice  which  was  carried  to  them 
on  the  sound  waves.  Speaking  and  hearing  are  the  ways  in 
which  persons  become  related  to  one  another.^  If  my  friend 
speaks  to  me  and  I  hear  his  word,  a  bridge  of  communication 
is  thrown  out  from  his  life  to  mine,  with  the  result  that  a 
relationship  exists  between  us.  Analogously,  the  Word  of  God, 
when  heard  in  a  historical  crisis,  is  the  medium  through  which 
God  enters  into  relationship  with  men.  Thus  it  is  proper  to 
speak  of  God  revealing  himself  by  his  Word — ^the  word  of  the 
prophets  of  old,  and  Jesus  Christ,  "the  Word  made  flesh." 

According  to  the  Bible,  man  encounters  God  in  history. 
Sometimes  we  say  that  we  are  most  aware  of  God  as  we 
behold  the  beauties  of  nature.  So  Wordsworth — that  mystic 
lover  of  nature — ^has  caught  our  poetic  fancy: 

And  I  have  felt 
A  presence  that  disturbs  me  with  the  joy 
Of  elevated  thoughts;  a  sense  sublime 
Of  something  far  more  deeply  interfused, 
Whose  dwelling  is  the  light  of  setting  suns, 
And  the  round  ocean,  and  the  living  air, 
And  the  blue  sky,  and  in  the  mind  of  men. 


®  C.  H.  Dodd  has  discussed  this  matter  nicely  in  The  Bible  Today  (Macmil- 
lan,  1947),  pp.  104  flF.  This  book,  based  on  a  series  of  "open  lectures"  at  the 
University  of  Cambridge,  provides  a  readable  and  valuable  introduction  to  the 
Bible. 
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The  men  of  the  Bible  testify  that  the  heavens  and  earth 
declare  the  glory  of  God,  but  to  tliem  nature  was  not  the 
primary  sphere  of  God's  revelation.  They  first  heard  God's 
Word  in  moments  of  historical  crisis,  in  events  which  were 
experienced  with  a  unique  meaning.  To  be  sure,  the  encounter 
with  God  often  took  place  in  a  setting  of  nature.  Moses  heard 
the  divine  call  in  the  severe  grandeur  and  serene  solitude  of 
the  desert  of  Sinai ;  Elijah  was  addressed  by  God  in  the  silence 
which  followed  nature's  tumultuous  display  of  earthquake, 
wind,  and  fire;  and  Amos  received  the  divine  summons  as  he 
was  tending  his  flocks  in  the  rugged  wilderness  of  Tekoa.  But 
in  each  of  these  cases  there  was  an  acute  awareness  of  the 
historical  crisis  in  which  Israel  was  involved  at  the  moment. 
Thus  the  ^'Word  of  God"  was  essentially  the  interpretation 
of  a  historical  crisis  in  which  men  were  grasped  by  God's 
claim  upon  them.  In  order  to  communicate  the  discerned 
meaning  of  events,  the  writers  of  the  Bible  employed  words, 
but  words,  of  course,  are  only  symbols  for  the  conveyance  of 
meaning.  Therefore  the  biblical  interpreter  must  go  beyond 
the  letter  of  Scripture  to  the  meaning.  He  must  seek  "the  Word 
behind  the  words,"  as  someone  has  put_it. 

In  the  strict  sense,  then,  it  is  inaccurate  to  speak  of  the  Bible 
itself  as  the  Word  of  God.  Properly  speaking,  the  Bible  con^ 
tains  the  Word  of  God.  The  subject  matter  of  the  Bible  is  God's 
approach  to  man  in  history,  in  particular  the  stream  of  He- 
braic-Christian history  which  begins  with  the  Exodus  and 
culminates  in  the  coming  of  Jesus  Christ.  Though  this  book 
is  characterized  by  great  diversity  and  variety,  both  in  literary 
form  and  religious  content,  its  internal  unity  is  the  drama  of 
the  working  out  of  God's  purpose  in  the  events  of  Israel's 
history.  As  someone  has  said,  this  biblical  history  is  His-Story, 
in  which  he  reveals  his  judgment  upon  men's  sin  and  his  in- 
tention  and  power  to  recreate  mankind.  The  plot  has  God's 
purpose  at  the  beginning,  God's  ultimate  triumph  at  the  con- 
clusion, and — at  the  tragic  and  victorious  climax — a  Cross, 
the  sign  of  God's  omnipotent  love.  Because  the  Bible  is  both 
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the  record  of  these  unique  events  and  the  witness  to  their 
divine  meaning,  it  may  be  called  the  Word  of  God. 

If  we  are  to  hear  God's  Word  spoken  through  the  Bible  to 
our  situation  today,  our  first  task  is  to  put  ourselves  within 
the  world  of  the  Bible.  No  casual  or  superficial  reading  of 
Scripture  can  accomplish  this.  We  must  avail  ourselves  of  the 
results  of  historical  criticism  and  biblical  theology  so  that 
we  may  imaginatively  relive  the  actual  historical  situation 
in  which  an  Amos  or  a  Paul  heard  the  high  calling  of  God. 
We  must,  as  it  were,  sit  where  these  ancient  people  sat  and 
learn  to  look  at  the  human  scene  from  their  unique  point  of 
view.  We  must  live  with  the  Bible  until  it  becomes  part  of  us, 
just  as  the  actor  identifies  himself  with  the  role  that  he  plays. 
It  is  then,  perhaps,  that  the  Holy  Spirit,  breathing  through 
the  ancient  words  of  the  sacred  page,  will  lead  us  to  know  that 
the  "Word  of  the  Lord"  spoken  by  the  prophets  and  embodied 
in  Jesus  Christ  is  actually  the  deepest  interpretation  of  our 
own  life  situation  and  our  world  crisis  in  the  twentieth  century. 


2 


God^s  Action  in  History 


I 


N  THE  PROLOGUE  to  his  novel,  Joseph  the  Provider,  Thomas 
Mann  transports  his  reader  imaginatively  into  heaven,  where 
he  hears  the  gossip  of  the  angels.  It  seems  that  angelic  noses 
had  been  put  out  of  joint  because  God  had  decided  upon  a 
fantastic  experiment:  the  creation  of  a  man  who  was  a  pre- 
carious combination  of  the  angel  and  the  brute.  Like  the 
angels,  he  was  made  in  the  image  of  God;  but  he  also  was 
endowed  with  creative  powers  which  made  him  different  from 
the  angels.  So  against  the  better  judgment  of  self-righteous 
angels,  "One  [God]  entangled  One-self  in  folly  and  created  a 
being  notoriously  unstable  and  embarrassing.  And  then,  pre- 
cisely because  it  was  such  an  undeniable  miscreation,  One  set 
One's  heart  upon  it  in  magnificent  self-will  and  made  such  a 
point  of  the  thing  that  all  heaven  was  offended."  But  this  was 
not  all.  Not  only  had  God's  initial  failure  resulted  in  the 
"Fall"  of  man  (and  angelic  murmurings,  "I  told  you  so"), 
but  in  his  magnificent  ambition  to  win  back  his  lost  creation 
he  was  planning  to  "condescend  mightily."  The  holy  God  was 
going  to  stoop  to  the  level  of  a  humiliating  "folk-incarna- 
tion"— an  embodiment  in  history  as  the  folk-god  of  a  chosen 
people!  This  was  more  than  ever  a  matter  for  angelic  gossip. 

God's  Search  for  Man 

This  prologue  by  Thomas  Mann  is  an  admirable  introduc- 
tion to  the  theme  of  the  entire  Bible.  The  biblical  faith  rests 
upon  the  stupendous  claim  that  God  has  "condescended  might- 
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ily,"  that  his  Word  has  entered  history,  that  he  himself  has 
taken  the  initiative  to  seek  and  to  save.  Here  is  the  perfect 
contrast  to  Aristotle's  God,  the  "Unmoved  Mover"  who,  lost 
in  contemplation  of  his  perfection,  passively  attracts  the  whole 
creation  to  himself.  The  God  of  the  Bible  is  the  God  who  acts. 
For  this  reason  writers  of  the  Bible  employed,  not  abstract 
concepts  to  describe  his  "nature,"  but  verbs  and  daringly 
human  (anthropomorphic)  expressions  to  declare  what  he  has 
done,  is  doing,  and  will  do.  According;  to  the  Bible,  history- 
is  the  theater  in  which  God,  the  Aggressor,  establishes  and 
secures  a  beachhead  in  his  struggle  against  the  opposing  force 
of  man's  sin.  For  men  of  faith,  therefore,  crucial  events  are 
under  the  sign  of  Immanuel — "God  with  us." 

Sometimes  it  is  said  that  religion  is  man's  search  for  God, 
and  that  the  Bible  is  the  record  of  that  human  quest.  If,  how- 
ever, we  are  to  rely  upon  the  witness  of  the  Bible  itself  this 
statement  needs  modification.  True,  we  often  read  of  devout 
souls  seeking,  waiting,  and  longing  for  God ;  but  much  oftener 
we  read  about  unsought  and  unexpected  visitations  from  God. 
Indeed,  from  one  point  of  view  the  Bible  is  not  so  much  the 
record  of  man's  quest  for  God  as  it  is  the  drama  of  man's 
attempt  to  flee  from  the  "Hound  of  Heaven"  who  pursues  men 
down  the  labyrinthine  corridors  of  the  years. ^  When  our  more 
theologically  minded  forefathers  spoke  of  God's  "prevenient" 
action,  they  were  expressing  a  basic  conviction  of  the  Bible: 
God's  search  for  man  precedes  man's  search  for  God.  Though 
resting  upon  man's  free  decision,  faith  is  really  the  response 
to  the  prior  intention  and  activity  of  God.  So  we  express  our 
faith  in  the  words  of  the  familiar  hymn: 

I  sought  the  Lord  and  afterward  I  knew 
He  moved  my  soul  to  seek  Him,  seeking  me; 
It  was  not  I  that  found,  0  Savior  true. 
No,  I  was  found  of  Thee.* 

1  See  further  the  illuminating  book  by  Paul  S.  Minear,  Eyes  of  Faith  (West- 
minster, 1946),  chap.  1. 

*  From  The  Pilgrim  Hymnal.  Copyright,  The  Pilgrim  Press.  Used  by  per- 
mission. 
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Thus  every  genuine  moment  of  worship  is  a  right-about-face 
and  a  confronting  of  the  God  who  ever  pursues  close  at  man's 
heels.  Whether  we  realize  it  or  not,  here  we  are  speaking  of 
the  paradox  of  "predestination,"  a  doctrine  which  too  often  is 
caricatured  as  religious  fatalism.  Predestination  means  that 
man's  free  decision,  as  viewed  in  the  retrospect  of  faith,  is 
really  a  response  to  the  initiative  of  God.  Thus,  for  instance, 
Jeremiah — after  the  struggles  of  soul  which  finally  crystal- 
lized in  his  call — could  look  back  over  his  career  and  affirm  i 
that  he  was  predestined  from  birth  to  be  a  prophet  (Jeremiah. 
1:5).  This  is  the  language  of  faith,  not  the  lang;ua^e  of  logic. 

The  Bible,  then,  is  the  drama  of  God's  search  for  man.  For 
most  of  us  this  truth  is  clearest  in  the  New  Testament,  where  it 
is  illustrated  in  Jesus'  parables  and  where  it  is  made  concrete 
in  Jesus'  sacrifice.  But  it  is  no  less  basic  to  the  Old  Testament 
where  God's  action  in  history  takes  the  form  of  a  "folk- 
incarnation" — ^his  choice  of  Israel  and  his  self-revelation 
within  the  limitations  of  Israel's  history.  God's  "incarnation" 
in  the  career  of  the  particular  people,  Israel,  is  the  prelude 
to  his  final  incarnation  in  the  particular  Person,  Jesus  of 
Nazareth.  Both  Testaments  describe  God's  initiative,  God's 
action  in  history,  God's  seeking  for  man. 

The  Biblical  Scandal 

If  we  are  to  be  fair  to  the  biblical  witness,  two  things  must 
be  said :  first,  there  is  a  sense  in  which  God  acts  in  all  human 
history,  even  when  men  are  unaware  of  his  presence  and  his 
purpos^^;  second,  God's  action  is  revealed  or  exposed  in  the 
unique  series  of  events  which  constitute  the  biblical  drama. 
Merely  to  state  the  matter  in  this  way,  however,  is  to  invite 
a  whole  host  of  questions,  especially  the  question  about  the 
"chosen  people." 

One  does  not  have  to  read  very  far  in  the  Bible  before 
coming  upon  the  chapter  in  which  the  Lord,  promising  the 
land  of  Palestine  to  Abraham,  says:  "I  will  make  of  thee  a 
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great  nation,  and  I  will  bless  tliee,  and  make  thy  name  great; 
and  thou  shalt  be  a  blessing.  And  I  will  bless  them  that  bless 
tliee,  and  curse  him  that  curseth  thee:  and  in  thee  shall  all 
families  of  the  earth  be  blessed"  (Genesis  12:2-3).  To  many 
modern  people  this  passage  is  a  "scandal,"  that  is,  a  stum- 
bling block — as  the  original  Greek  skandalon  means.  Those 
very  same  words,  addressed  by  Hitler  to  the  German  Herren- 
volk,  would  have  received  tremendous  applause.  Also,  some 
of  us  have  heard  advocates  of  "white  supremacy"  defend  their 
position  by  reference  to  the  biblical  precedent  of  a  chosen 
people.  On  the  face  of  it,  this  biblical  doctrine  sounds  too 
much  like  the  perverted  racial  theories  of  our  time  to  be 
readily  acceptable.  Moreover,  at  the  theological  level  this 
"scandal  of  particularity,"  as  it  has  been  called,  raises  many 
problems.  Does  this  imply  that  other  peoples,  not  fortunate 
enough  to  be  among  God's  elect,  were  left  "out  in  the  dark"? 
Does  this  mean  that  God  actually  sanctioned  Israel's  snatch- 
ing Palestine  from  the  native  inhabitants?  And  if  God  were 
to  select  a  people  for  his  special  revelation,  why  this  people 
rather  than  some  other? 

Before  dealing  with  these  issues,  let  us  recognize  honestly 
that  the  idea  of  the  chosen  people  is  native  to  the  Bible,  both 
Old  and  New  Testaments.  We  cannot  bypass  the  problem  by 
assuming  that  the  doctrine  is  a  museum  piece  of  Scripture  held 
over  from  a  primitive  period  when  every  nation  had  a  folk-god 
from  whom  special  favors  were  received.  True,  the  doctrine 
of  Israel's  election  was  modified  in  the  course  of  time  as 
horizons  widened  and  experience  deepened;  but  it  was  never 
removed  from  its  old  position  of  centrality  even  when  Israel's 
faith  became  more  consciously  monotheistic.  An  excellent 
example  is  found  in  a  series  of  poems  in  Isaiah  40-55.  No 
writing  of  the  Old  Testament  more  exuberantly  proclaims 
God's  sovereignty  over  all  peoples  and  all  creation.  Yet  these 
poems  were  intended  primarily  to  remind  Israel  in  an  hour  of 
tragedy  that  God  had  not  forgotten  the  people  who  were 
precious  in  his  sight  and  dearer  than  other  nations. 
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Likewise  everywhere  in  the  New  Testament  there  is  the 
good  news  that  God's  sovereignty  has  been  declared  unto  all 
mankind.  Nevertheless  the  emphasis  upon  God's  election  of 
Israel  is  not  surrendered.  "Salvation  is  from  the  Jews,"  Jesus 
is  said  to  have  reminded  a  Samaritan  woman  almost  in  the 
same  breath  that  he  insisted  that  the  worship  of  God  cannot 
be  confined  to  particular  places  or  symbols  (John  4:22). 
Moreover,  in  the  New  Testament  the  Church  is  described  as 
the  "Israel  of  God,"  the  community  elected  by  God  to  be  the 
bearer  of  his  revelation  to  the  whole  world  (Galatians  6:16). 
Though  differing  from  the  Old  Israel  in  that  it  includes  peo- 
ple from  all  nations  and  races,  the  New  Israel  appropriates 
the  major  attributes  which  previously  had  been  applied  to  the 
chosen  people  (compare  I  Peter  2:9-10  with  Exodus  19:4-6). 
In  spite  of  the  adjective  "new,"  the  Church  of  the  New  Testa- 
ment is  "the  continuing  embodiment  of  the  historic  'Israel  of 
God,'  "  as  C.  H.  Dodd  has  observed.  The  conception  of  the 
chosen  community  is  the  line  of  unity  which  runs  throughout 
the  Bible. 

The  "scandal  of  particularity,"  then,  lies  at  the  very  heart 
of  the  Bible.  Let  us  notice,  however,  that  this  disturbing  idea 
is  inseparable  from  the  basic  biblical  belief  that  God's  revela- 
tion is  given  in  historical  events.  Perhaps  we  can  appreciate 
this  better  by  first  outlining  a  point  of  view  characteristic  of 
religions  and  philosophies  which  do  not  take  history  as  seri- 
ously as  does  the  Bible. 

According  to  most  classical  philosophies  and  religions, 
ultimate  reality  is  disclosed  when  man,  either  by  rational 
contemplation  or  mystic  ascent,  goes  beyond  the  flow  of  events 
which  we  call  "history."  The  goal  is  the  apprehension  of  an 
order  of  reality  unafi'ected  by  the  fleeting  days  or  by  the  un- 
predictable fortunes  of  mankind.  In  Hinduism,  for  instance, 
the  world  of  sense  experience  is  regarded  as  may  a,  illusion; 
the  religious  man,  therefore,  seeks  release  from  the  wheel  of 
life  in  order  that  his  individuality  may  fade  out  into  the 
World-Soul,  Brahma.  Or,  Greek  philosophers  looked  upon 
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the  world  as  a  natural  process  which,  like  the  rotations  of 
the  seasons,  always  follows  the  same  rational  scheme.  The 
philosopher,  however,  could  soar  above  the  recurring  cycles 
of  history  by  fixing  his  mind  upon  the  unchanging  absolutes 
which  belong  to  the  eternal  order.  Both  of  these  views  are 
vastly  different  from  the  biblical  claim  that  God  is  found 
within  the  limitations  of  the  world  of  change  and  struggle, 
and  especially  that  he  reveals  himself  in  events  which  are 
unique,  particular,  and  unrepeatable.  For  the  Bible,  history 
is  neither  maya  nor  a  circular  process  of  nature;  it  is  the 
arena  of  God's  purposive  activity. 

In  its  very  character,  history  is  defined  by  the  concrete 
realities  of  time,  place,  and  circumstance.  Unique  events  occur 
within  the  histories  of  particular  peoples.  Who  can  understand 
America,  for  instance,  if  he  does  not  take  into  consideration 
decisive  events  that  have  made  us  self-consciously  a  people: 
the  Revolutionary  War,  the  struggle  between  North  and  South, 
the  expansion  of  the  frontier,  and  our  rise  to  a  position  of 
world  leadership?  Similarly  other  groups — ^the  British,  the 
Russians,  the  Chinese — ^have  become  peoples  because  of 
unique  events  in  which  they  find  a  common  memory  and  pur- 
pose. History,  then,  is  not  concerned  with  abstractions  which 
are  independent  of  time,  place,  and  circumstance;  it  is  con- 
cerned with  events  which  happen  at  a  particular  time,  in  a 
particular  place,  and  in  the  circumstances  of  a  particular 
community.  If,  therefore,  God  reveals  himself  in  history,  his 
special  revelation  will  find  expression  in  the  "scandal  of 
particularity."  We  may  not  be  able  to  explain  why  God's 
revelation  came  when  it  did,  where  it  did,  and  to  the  people  it 
did;  but  that  his  purpose  was  identified  with  one  people  is 
what  we  must  expect  in  the  case  of  historical  revelation. 

In  times  past  liberal  Protestants  have  had  great  difficulty 
with  the  doctrine  of  Israel's  election  largely  because  they  have 
started  out  from  an  unbiblical  understanding  of  the  meaning 
of  "revelation."  If  the  Bible  sets  forth  abstract  truths  or  uni- 
versal principles,  as  has  often  been  assumed,  then  of  course 
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any  claim  of  special  revelation  in  history  cannot  be  taken  too 
seriously;  for  it  is  characteristic  of  abstract  truths  and  uni- 
versal principles  that  they  have  no  necessary  connection  with 
the  historical  factors  of  time,  place,  and  circumstance.  For 
instance,  Einstein's  mathematical  theories  which  led  to  atomic 
fission  are  true  and  understandable  when  divorced  from  the 
historical  situation  of  Einstein  himself.  It  is  interesting  to 
know  something  about  the  man,  and  it  is  more  interesting  to  ^ 
know  the  historical  repercussions  of  his  physics  in  the  twen- 
tieth century;  but  historical  considerations  are  accidental,  or 
at  least  incidental,  to  mathematical  truth.  Now,  if  the  Bible 
presents  us  with  abstract  information  about  the  nature  of  God_ 
jor  with  universal  principles  of  moral  behavior,  then  plainly__ 
it  would  be  presumptuous  for  the  men  of  the  Bible  to  claim  a 
corner  on  these  truths,  for  other  men  in  different  historical 
circumstances  would  inevitably  stumble  upon  them  during  the 
course  of  their  cultural  evolution.  The  logic  of  this  would 
drive  one  eventually  to  the  position  of  Tindal,  an  eighteenth 
century  Deist  who  maintained  that  "Qiristianity  is  as  old  as 
the  Creation"  (that  is,  as  old  as  the  rational  pattern  of  nature) 
and  that  Jesus  merely  "republished"  truths  that  reasonable 
men  had  known,  or  could  have  known,  all  along.  On  this 
premise,  the  "scandal  of  particularity"  must  be  rejected. 

Our  purpose  is  not  to  criticize  philosophical  attempts  to 
reach  suprahistorical  truth  or  to  state  universal  ethical  prin- 
ciples. Our  primary  concern  is  to  let  the  Bible  speak  to  us  in 
its  own  terms,  rather  than  in  the  terms  of,  say,  a  Plato  or  a 
Kant.  The  men  of  the  Bible  do  not  tell  us  about  grasping 
principles  or  propositions ;  they  tell  us  about  being  grasped  by 
God  himself  in  the  midst  of  crucial  events  of  their  history. 
They  do  not  tell  us  about  their  knowing  God  as  an  object  of 
reflective  thought;  rather,  they  tell  us  about  being  known  by 
God  down  at  the  "grass  roots"  level  of  their  existence  where 
they  faced  the  immediate  issues  of  daily  life.  As  we  have  said 
before,  the  Word  of  God  to  Israel  was  primarily  an  interpreta- 
tion of  history — ^not  in  the  first  instance  the  history  of  mankind 
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in  general,  but  the  concrete  historical  situations  of  a  particular 
people.  The  "scandal  of  particularity"  is  indigenous  to  a 
religion  which  takes  seriously  the  claim  that  God  has  revealed 
himself  in  historical  events. 


Chosen  for  a  Task 

Having  discussed  the  character  of  historical  revelation,  let 
us  now  examine  the  implications  of  God's  election  of  Israel. 
Here  we  shall  attempt  to  project  ourselves  imaginatively  into 
the  chosen  community  and  hear  the  testimony  of  those  for 
whom  God's  election  was  not  a  matter  for  discussion,  but  an 
inescapable  affirmation  of  faith. 

First,  the  election  of  Israel  was,  according  to  biblical  wit- 
ness, an  expression  of  the  mystery  of  God's  way  in  history. 
If  we  find  it  impossible  to  understand  why  God  should  have 
chosen  this  people  to  be  the  bearer  of  his  special  revelation, 
we  must  remember  that  sensitive  prophetic  spirits  of  Israel 
experienced  the  same  bafflement.  Sometimes  we  hear  the  sug- 
gestion that  God's  revelation  was  given  to  Israel  because  these 
people  had  a  "genius  for  religion,"  just  as  the  Greeks  had  a 
genius  for  philosophy,  or  as  Americans  have  a  genius  for 
action.  But  Israel's  prophets  found  no  evidence  that  their 
people  were  more  religiously  discerning  or  that  they  were  in 
any  way  "better"  than  other  peoples  round  about.  In  fact,  the 
historical  evidence  suggests  that  from  the  very  first  these  peo- 
ple were  fickle,  dull,  insensitive,  rebellious,  and  idolatrous. 
Likewise  the  Church  of  the  New  Testament  was  composed  of 
"saints"  whose  sinful  humanity  was  more  obvious  than  their 
godliness. 

Therefore,  God's  choice  of  Israel,  as  the  word  "choice" 
implies,  was  an  act  of  freedom.  Prophets  were  perplexed  over 
Israel's  fateful  destiny,  just  as  they  were  baffled  as  to  why 
God  had  singled  out  a  particular  one  of  them — like  Moses  or 
Jeremiah — for  a  special  vocation.  The  idea  of  the  chosen 
people  was  never  arrived  at  reflectively  or  by  comparison  of 
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Israel's  status  with  that  of  other  peoples ;  rather,  it  was  affirmed 
confessionally  by  those  who  were  a^rasped  by  God's  claim  in 
historical  crises.  As  the  book  of  Deuteronomy  indicates 
(9:4-6),  God's  choice  of  Israel  was  a  free  act  of  grace — love 
bestowed  without  consideration  of  the  worth  of  its  object. 
Just  as  Napoleon  is  said  to  have  raised  his  generals  from  the 
mud,  so  God  raised  this  people  from  slavery  in  Egypt  as  an 
expression  of  his  sovereign  freedom  and  unmerited  love.  As  a 
matter  of  fact,  if  we  could  give  a  reason  for  God's  election 
of  Israel,  we  would  make  God's  action  conditional,  and 
thereby  reduce  it  to  something  less  than  an  expression  of 
divine  freedom  and  grace. 

In  the  second  place,  the  conviction  that  Israel  was  God's 
elect  did  not,  at  least  in  the  message  of  the  prophets,  bring;  the 
accompanying  assurance  that  his  people  would  be  given 
preferential  treatment.  To  be  sure,  there  were  always  patriots 
who  too  readily  identified  God's  purpose  in  history  with 
Israel's  national  interests,  just  as  Americans  at  the  end  of 
World  War  II  claimed  that  "God  and  uranium  are  on  our 
side."  We  know  from  the  book  of  Amos  that  people  in  the 
middle  of  the  eighth  century  B.C.  optimistically  anticipated 
the  great  "Day  of  the  Lord"  when  Israel  would  receive  the 
blessings  of  victory,  prosperity,  and  prestige  which  a  chosen 
people  thought  they  deserved.  But  the  prophets  thundered 
against  this  popular  pretension,  condemning  it  as  the  supreme 
expression  of  sin  (see  Amos  5:18-20).  Instead  of  drawin.a; 
from  the  premise  ''You  only  have  I  known  of  all  the  families 
of  the  earth"  the  popular  conclusion  "therefore  no  harm  will 
come  upon  us,"  they  drew  the  conclusion  "therefore  you  will 
be  punished  for  all  your  iniquities"  (Amos  3:2). 

Certainly  the  chosen  people  did  not  tread  upon  a  path  of 
roses.  Wedged  in  between  two  centers  of  political  strength, 
Egypt  and  Mesopotamia,  Palestine  was  caught  in  a  world 
struggle  as  gigantic  in  its  time  as  the  present  contest  between 
East  and  West.  Only  for  brief  periods  did  the  Israelites  enjoy 
feal  political  independence,  and  then  because  international 
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factors  made  foreign  interference  impossible.  The  history 
of  Israel  was  punctuated  by  a  succession  of  foreign  empires 
that  swept  over  Palestine,  wave  after  wave:  Egypt,  Assyria, 
Babylonia,  Persia,  Greece,  and  Rome.  Israel's  land  was  an 
international  battleground,  her  people  were  carried  into  for- 
eign captivity,  her  country  was  policed  by  armies  of  occupa- 
tion, and  resurgent  nationalism  was  put  down  with  the  harshest 
measures.  So  severe  was  the  fate  of  the  chosen  people  that 
prophets  eventually  began  to  grapple  with  the  problem  qf_ 
why  Israel's  lot  was  so  much  more  terrible  than  that  of  other 
wicked  nations^  Thus  it  is  plain  that  whatever  else  Israel's 
election  meant,  it  did  not  mean  that  she  was  given  the  advan- 
tages of  a  pampered  favorite. 

Prophets  interpreted  the  events  of  Israel's  tragic  history  as 
moments  of  engagement  with  God,  Israel's  Judge  and  Re- 
deemer. According  to  their  testimony,  to  be  "chosen"  by  God 
was  to  be  "known"  by  God,  and  to  be  known  by  God  was  to 
be  exposed  uncomfortably  to  his  penetrating  judgments.  As 
a  New  Testament  writer  puts  it: 

The  word  of  God  is  living  and  active,  sharper  than  any  two-edged 
sword,  piercing  to  the  division  of  soul  and  spirit,  of  joints  and 
marrow,  and  discerning  the  thoughts  and  intentions  of  the  heart.  And 
before  him  no  creature  is  hidden,  but  all  are  open  and  laid  bare  to 
the  eyes  of  him  with  whom  we  have  to  do. 

—Hebrews  4:12-13 

The  revelation  granted  to  God's  elect  is  not  the  kind  men 
normally  covet.  It  is  the  knowledge  which  men  humbly  accept 
as  an  inescapable  word  laid  upon  the  heart  and  conscience. 

Finally,  the  Bible  makes  it  clear  that  Israel  was  chosen  for 
a  task,  and  that  task  was  nothing  less  than  being  the  servant 
of  God  in  the  accomplishment  of  his  purpose  for  all  mankind. 
It  is  a  grave  error  to  suppose  that  God's  election  of  Israel 
meant  a  narrow  concern  for  one  people.  God's  sovereignty  is 
not  provincial  or  exclusive;  it  is  actually  the  sovereignty  of 
the  one  God  who  is  Creator  of  the  heavens  and  earth  and  Lord 
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of  all  mankind.  This  universal  perspective  is  presented  in  the 
stories  at  the  opening  of  the  Bible  (Genesis  1-11) — stories 
which  concern  not  Israel  alone  but  "all  people  that  on  earth 
do  dwell."  For  instance,  at  the  end  of  the  Flood  story,  God  is 
described  as  making  a  covenant  with  Noah  and  his  three  sons, 
Shem,  Ham,  and  Japheth  (Genesis  9:8-17).  The  author  of 
this  passage  supposed  that  these  three  sons  were  the  ancestors 
of  all  the  principal  nations  and  peoples  of  antiquity.  This  is 
undoubtedly  erroneous  anthropology;  moreover,  it  is  more 
accurate  historically  to  say  that  God's  Covenant  was  first 
made  with  Israel.  Nevertheless,  the  religious  truth  is  basic  to 
Israel's  faith :  God  is  sovereign  over  all  peoples,  and  therefore 
his  Covenant  embraces  all  mankind,  as  the  men  of  the  Bible 
increasingly  came  to  realize. 

It  is  the  biblical  witness,  however,  that  God  manifests  his 
sovereignty  over  the  whole  world  through  the  history  of  a 
particular  people.  Therefore,  against  the  background  of 
"world  history"  presented  in  Genesis  1-11,  Abraham — the 
father  of  the  Hebrew  people — steps  upon  the  stage  in  Genesis 
12  as  the  one  chosen  by  God  to  perform  a  special  task.  The 
promise  is  given  that  in  him  (that  is,  in  the  people  which  shall 
spring  from  his  seed)  all  of  the  nations  of  the  world  will  find 
blessing.  Thus  _Israelj  jye  are  told,  was  elected  to  a  world 
^responsibility.  To  be  sure,  Israel  often  misunderstood  her 
vocation  or,  refusing;  to  perform  it,  sought  refuge  in  national- 
ism  that  was  intent  only  upon  the  preservation  of  the  Jewish 
people  (see  the  book  of  Esther).  But  when  prophets  most 
profoundly  interpreted  Israel's  status  as  a  chosen  people  they 
insisted  that  special  revelation  had  been  given  her,  not  that 
it  be  a  lamp  hidden  under  a  bushel,  but  that  it  be  a  light  to 
the  Gentiles  (see  Isaiah  40-55  and  the  book  of  Jonah).  Even- 
tually the  Christian  Church  became  the  inheritor  of  the 
Promise  to  Abraham  (Galatians  3:8-9),  and  accepted  from 
her  Risen  Lord  the  commission  to  go  into  the  whole  world 
and  proclaim  the  gospel  that  all  nations  might  know  the 
blessing  of  God. 
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The  Removal  of  the  Veil  from  History 

We  have  said  that  the  heart  of  the  biblical  faith  is  the 
affirmation  that  God  acts  in  history.  All  history  is  the  general 
scene  of  his  activity,  but  his  activity  is  uniquely  exposed  in 
that  strand  of  history  called  Hebrew-Christian.  Therefore  the 
central  theme  of  the  Bible  is  God's  special  revelation  through 
a  chosen  people,  the  working  out  of  his  redemptive  purpose  in 
a  series  of  unique  events. 

In  succeeding  chapters  we  shall  follow  the  biblical  drama 
through  its  several  stages  of  development.  It  is  important  to 
point  out  here,  however,  that  Christians  believe  the  drama 
extends  throughout  both  Old  and  New  Testaments,  that  it 
comes  to  its  climax  with  the  appearance  of  the  Messiah  in  the 
person  of  Jesus,  and  that  the  New  Testament  gives  the  key 
to  the  understanding  of  the  whole.  As  one  reads  the  Old  Testa- 
ment he  cannot  help  sensing  the  forward-moving  character  of 
events.  According  to  the  prophetic  view,  history  does  not  spin 
in  endless  circles;  rather — to  use  familiar  words — "^time 
marches  on,"  each  event  carrying  history  nearer  to  the  realiza- 
tion  of  God's  purpose.  In  many  passages  are  anticipations 
of  that  which  will  come  to  pass  "in  the  latter  days."  Then  in 
the  New  Testament  on  every  hand  appears  the  proclamation 
that  history  has  reached  its  "crowded  climax,"  that  prophecy 
has  been  fulfilled,  and  that,  in  some  sense,  God's  purpose  has 
been  realized.  From  the  Christian  standpoint,  the  figure  of  the 
Messiah  constitutes  the  unity  of  the  two  Testaments:  the  Old 
Testament  points  toward  the  Messiah's  coming;  the  New  Testa- 
ment exuberantly  proclaims  that  he  has  come. 

The  coming  of  the  Messiah  was  so  decisive  that  it  not  only 
brought  the  previous  history  to  a  denouement  but  also  trans- 
formed its  meaning  by  opening  men's  eyes  to  perceive  the 
purpose  of  God,  theretofore  understood  only  partially  or 
dimly.  In  the  light  of  God's  revelation  in  Christ  the  drama 
of  the  Old  Testament  period  was  seen  with  a  deeper  under- 
standing, in  fact  with  a  new  understanding.  As  Paul  s^id. 
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speaking  of  the  Jews'  misunderstanding  of  their  own  Scrip- 
tures :  "Their  minds  were  hardened ;  for  to  this  day,  when  they 
read  the  old  covenant,  that  same  veil  remains  unlifted,  because 
only  through  Christ  is  it  taken  away"  (II  Corinthians  3:14). 
We  should  observe,  by  the  way,  that  it  was  not  Gentiles  but 
Christian  Jews  who  first  claimed  that  Jews  failed  to  under- 
stand the  Old  Testament.  Even  yet,  Christians  and  Jews  read 
the  Old  Testament  differently  because,  usin^  different  keys  of 
interpretation,  they  disagree  on  the  meaning  and  outcome 
of  the  biblical  drama.  The  Christian  claims  that  the  Old  Testa- 
ment by  itself  is  incomplete,  and  that  the  clue  to  its  meaning 
is  given  by  Jesus  Christ  who  lifts  the  veil  from  the  past,  en- 
abling men  to  perceive  the  working  out  of  God's  purpose  in 
history. 

Christian  theologians  sometimes  speak  of  the  Bible  as  the 
"History  of  Redemption,"  "Sacred  History,"  or — to  use  the 
German  word — Heilsgeschichte.  This  is  proper  for,  as  we  have 
seen,  the  Bible  bears  witness  to  God's  action  in  the  unique 
series  of  events  beginning  with  the  call  of  Israel  and  culminat- 
ing in  the  coming  of  Christ  and  the  birth  of  the  Christian 
Church.  However,  we  must  use  these  terms  cautiously,  lest  we 
fall  victim  to  the  false  notion  that  biblical  history  is  com- 
pletely independent  from  the  normal  course  of  human  affairs. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  history  of  Israel,  when  viewed  by  a  ; 
purely  secular  historian,  would  not  be  substantially  different ) 
from  the  histories  of  other  peoples.  What  makes  biblical  his-  * 
tory  different  is  the  unique  perspective  which  prophets  hadL 
upon  "the  normal  course  of  human  affairs."  The  Bible  does 
not  present  a  special  "sacred"  drama  set  aside  from  ordinary 
"secular"  history;  rather,  it  discloses  what  the  history  of  any  ' 
people  would  look  like  viewed  sub  specie  aeternitatis,  under_ 
the  view  of  Eternity.  Therefore  the  Christian  will  supplement 
the  above  statement  to  the  effect  that  Christ  lifts  the  veil  from 
the  Old  Testament  with  an  equally  important  affirmation: 
Christ  also  lifts  the  veil  from  the  history  of  peoples  like  the 
Greeks  or  Romans,  French  or  British,  Russians  or  Americans. 
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That  is  to  say,  he  gives  the  clue  to  the  meaning  of  all  history. 
The  most  vexing  issue  of  our  time  is  the  problem  of  the 
meaning  of  history.  This  is,  of  course,  the  inescapable  ques- 
tion of  every  era,  but  the  question  has  been  raised  with  more 
earnestness  in  our  day  because  of  the  dawning  realization 
that  we  are  living  at  the  end  of  an  epoch  and  perhaps — if  man 
continues  in  his  hell-bent  folly — near  the  end  of  civilization. 
Moreover,  we  are  coming  to  realize  that  the  meaning  of  history 
cannot  be  determined  as  objectively  as  a  scientist  can  calculate 
the  distance  to  a  star.  Our  primary  religious  differences  arise 
not  from  theoretical  arguments  about  God  or  an  after-life, 
but  from  disagreement  as  to  the  vantage  point  from  which  our 
history  is  to  be  viewed.  A  Hindu,  for  instance,  finds  no  eternal 
meaning  in  the  daily  round  of  events  and  seeks  eventual 
release  in  a  mystic  experience.  This  is  one  way  to  deal  with 
the  historical  problem.  Toynbee  describes  it  as  the  attitude 
of  "detachment."  A  devout  Moslem  will  insist  that  the  mean- 
ing of  history  has  been  disclosed  in  the  life  of  Mohammed 
and  the  Prophet's  teachings  codified  in  the  Koran.  A  humanist, 
viewing  the  human  scene  from  the  standpoint  of  the  doctrine 
of  evolution,  will  describe  man  as  a  product  of  nature  with 
no  other  problem  than  that  of  making  the  most  satisfactory 
adjustment  to  his  natural  environment.  And  so  on.  The  so- 
called  "ideologies"  of  the  twentieth  century  actually  are,  in 
effect,  pseudo  religions  which  offer  men  an  understanding  of 
their  history.  For  instance,  according  to  a  Communist  writer, 
the  Communist  front  in  1941  was  fortified  by  the  conviction 
that  "Hitler  had  not,  nor  could  have,  history's  right  to  victory. 
To  imagine  for  a  moment  the  possibility  of  Hitler's  victory 
meant  to  forego  all  reason;  if  it  were  to  happen,  then  there 
would  be  no  truth,  logic,  nor  light  in  the  development  of 
human  society;  only  chaos,  darkness,  and  lunacy."^  Many 
Americans,  who  self-righteously  identify  God's  purpose  with 
"our  side,"  would  feel  the  same  about  a  possible  Communist 

2  The  reference  is  given  by  Martin  Wight  in  The  Ecumenical  Review,  Vol. 
1,  No.  1  (1948),  p.  37. 
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victory.  The  most  frightening  aspect  of  the  contemporary 
strife  between  Communism  and  "the  American  way"  is  that 
fmidamentally  men  are  involved  in  a  religious  war. 

Why  do  reasonable  men  disagree?  Something  other  than 
faulty  logic  must  account  for  our  basic  differences.  It  is  in- 
creasingly apparent  that  men  disagree  because  their  minds 
look  out  upon  history  through  different  spectacles  of  faith. 
Unfortunately  we  cannot  ascend  to  a  cloud  and  look  down 
upon  the  human  scene  with  the  unbiased  objectivity  of  an 
angel.  We  must  see  life  from  a  human  standpoint,  from  our 
involvement  in  events  that  have  no  obvious  interpretation 
readily  acceptable  to  all  rational  men.  We  must  decide  where 
we  will  take  our  stand,  and  our  decision  must  be  made  in 
faith.  One  becomes  a  Communist,  for  instance,  not  by  a 
logical  examination  of  the  "facts"  but  by  something  amount- 
ing to  a  "conversion,"  the  result  being  that  all  moral  values, 
artistic  expressions,  and  scientific  endeavors  are  seen  from  a 
new  perspective.  Similarly,  conversion  is  necessary  in  becom- 
ing a  Christian,  and  the  prelude  is  the  realization  that  every 
other  alternative  is  a  dead-end  street. 

Early  Christians  took  their  stand  on  the  faith  that  God 
had  revealed  the  meaning  of  man's  life  at  one  point  in  human 
history:  the  life,  death,  and  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ — 
viewed  as  a  single  event — and  the  biblical  drama  which  led  up 
to  that  climatic,  eternal  moment.  So  central  was  the  event 
of  the  coming  of  the  Messiah  that  for  them  it  became  the 
turning  point  of  history,  the  pivotal  center  of  the  whole  human 
drama,  the  vertical  line  which  divided  the  horizontal  plane 
of  world  history  in  two.  From  this  point  of  vantage  they 
looked  backward  into  "b.c."  and  forward  into  "a.d.,"  finding 
everywhere  the  evidence  of  God's  hand  in  human  affairs. 
Even  the  tragedies  that  engulfed  whole  civilizations  were 
meaningful  events  when  viewed  from  this  standpoint.  This  | 
was  the  position  of  Augustine  who,  when  the  great  Roman  Em- 
pire was  crumbling  to  ruin  in  the  early  fifth  century,  wrote 
the  classical  ^nd  probably  greatest  Christian  interpretation  of 
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history,  The  City  of  God.  Likewise  in  our  time  we  have  wit- 
nessed the  appearance  of  a  number  of  historical  works, 
especially  Arnold  Toynbee's  massive  Study  of  History,  which 
rest  upon  the  conviction  that  the  Christian  faith  is  the  most 
realistic  platform  from  which  to  survey  the  whole  range  of 
human  history.^  The  Christian  will  claim  that  the  Christian 
interpretation  of  history  makes  sense,  and  that  it  most  ade- 
quately deals  with  all  dimensions  of  human  experience.  We 
must  hasten  to  add,  however,  that  this  claim — like  any  inter- 
pretation of  history — rests  initially  upon  faith  and  otherwise 
is  unconvincing. 

If  it  is  true  that  the  Bible  bears  witness  to  God's  revelation 
of  the  meaning  of  human  history,  then  it  follows  that  men 
cannot  realize  true  peace  and  security  until  they  are  united 
in  the  worship  and  service  of  him  who  is  Israel's  God  and  the 
God  of  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  The  New  Testament  is  uncom- 
promising in  its  claim,  set  forth  in  the  name  of  Jesus,  that 
"No  one  comes  to  the  Father,  but  by  me"  (John  14:6;  see  also 
Matthew  11:27;  Luke  10:22).  These  words,  and  others  like 
them,  should  not  be  construed  to  mean  that  people  who  live 
by  some  other  faith  are  left  wholly  in  the  dark.  There  is  no 
basis  in  Christian  theology  for  a  sharp  disjunction  between 
Christianity  and  other  religions.  If,  as  the  Bible  assumes,  all 
men  are  made  in  the  image  of  God  and,  furthermore,  if  God 
is  active  in  all  history,  then  the  Christian  will  expect  to  find 
evidence  of  God's  work  everywhere.  The  ancient  Greek's 
search  for  the  good  and  true  and  beautiful,  the  Hindu's  devo- 
tion to  religious  duty  without  consideration  for  the  conse- 
quences (as  beautifully  expressed  in  the  Baghavad  Gita) ,  the 
Confucian  humanist's  desire  for  the  realization  of  man's  true 
moral  nature,  the  Communist's  passion  for  social  justice — all 
of  this,  and  much  more  which  could  be  mentioned,  will  be 
regarded  as  evidence  of  the  grace  of  God  that  pursues  men 
and  leads  them  to  direct  their  lives  toward  him  even  when 

3  See  the  stimulating  lectures  by  Herbert  Butterfield:  Christianity  and  His- 
tory (Scribner,  1950). 
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they  are  ignorant  of  his  special  revelation/  To  such  people  the 
Christian  may  say,  as  Paul  said  to  ancient  Greek  people  in 
his  sermon  on  Mars  Hill:  "Whom  therefore  ye  ignorantly 
worship,  him  declare  I  unto  you"  (Acts  17:23).  Moreover, 
the  Christian  is  told  that  on  the  final  day  of  reckoning  there 
will  be  some  surprises  in  store,  for  then  it  will  be  discovered 
that  those  who  thought  they  had  been  serving  Christ  actually 
had  rejected  him,  and  those  who  were  ignorant  of  Christ  ac- 
tually had  ministered  unto  him  (Matthew  25:31-46).  Since 
all  mankind  is  comprehended  within  the  sovereignty  of  God, 
the  Christian  will  refuse  to  make  God's  judgments  for  him  or  to 
probe  into  the  mystery  of  how  the  entire  historical  drama  ul- 
timately will  be  summed  up  in  his  purpose. 

Having  said  this,  however,  the  Christian  historian  cannot 
escape  making  the  bold  claim  that  Christ  is  the  clue  to  the 
meaning  of  history  in  general,  just  as  Christ  gives  the  key 
for  the  understanding  of  the  biblical  history  in  particular.  It 
is  he  who  lifts  the  veil  from  history  and  exposes  the  activity 
and  purpose  of  God.  Therefore  to  know  the  God  who  reveals 
himself  in  the  biblical  drama  is  to  know  the  deepest  meaning 
of  man's  history.  When  the  scroll  of  history  is  completed — so 
we  read  in  a  well-known  messianic  poem  of  the  Old  Testament 
(Isaiah  2:2-4  and  Micah  4:1-4) — all  peoples  will  experience 
their  true  unity  and  blessedness  by  acknowledging  the  sover- 
eignty of  the  God  of  Israel.  In  God's  good  day  they  will  beat 
their  swords  into  plowshares  and  will  "study  war  no  more." 
The  "peace"  of  God's  rule,  however,  will  be  more  than  the 
cessation  of  hostilities.  It  will  be  a  faith-relationship  with  God 
in  which  men  experience  the  disclosure  of  life's  deepest  mean- 
ing and  the  final  fulfillment  of  all  historical  striving. 


^  For  further  discussion  of  this  matter,  see  Alan  Richardson,  Christian  Apolo- 
getics (Harper,  1947),  chaps.  5  and  6. 


I 


3 


The  Days  of  IsraeFs  Youth 


N  THE  PREVIOUS  CHAPTER  it  was  pointed  out  that  the  election 
or  special  call  of  Israel  is  basic  to  the  message  of  the  Bible. 
Now  we  must  turn  our  attention  to  those  momentous  events  in 
which  the  chosen  people  discerned  the  action  of  God  and  re- 
sponded to  his  high  calling.  One  event  in  particular  looms 
through  the  mists  of  the  past:  the  exodus  of  the  Israelites  from 
Egypt.  Hosea  refers  to  the  period  of  the  Exodus  as  the  time 
of  Israel's  youth,  and  affirms  that  Israel's  future  blessing  will 
be  a  re-enactment  of  that  historic  moment  of  her  first  encoun- 
ter with  God. 

Therefore  I  am  going  to  persuade  her, 
And  lead  her  to  the  wilderness, 
And  speak  to  her  heart . . . 

And  she  shall  respond  there  as  in  the  days  of  her  youth, 
As  in  the  day  when  she  came  up  from  the  land  of  Egypt. 

—Hosea  2:14-15 

Properly  speaking,  Israel's  history  begins  with  the  Exodus. 
At  this  point  the  curtain  rises  on  the  first  main  act  of  the  bibli- 
cal drama.  To  begin  our  study  of  the  Bible  elsewhere  is  to 
ignore  the  witness  of  prophets  and  psalmists  who  point  to  this 
crucial  event  as  God's  creative  and  redemptive  act  which 
brought  Israel  upon  the  stage  of  history  with  a  sense  of  mission 
and  destiny.^ 

iSee  Amos   3:1-2;    Hosea   11:1;    13:4^5;    Micah   6:3-5;    Jeremiah   2:5-6; 
Ezekiel  20:5-6;  Deuteronomy  26:5-10;  Psalms  106:6-12;  135:8-12;  136:10-22. 
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The  memory  of  Israel's  past  was  eventually  preserved  in 
literature  now  found  at  the  beginning  of  the  Bible.  This  is  not 
easy  literature  to  read,  as  many  will  testify  who,  having  started 
with  Genesis,  bravely  set  out  to  read  the  Bible  through.  The 
primary  reason  for  the  difficulty  is  that  as  we  read  the  Bible 
two  different  worlds  come  into  conflict.  One  is  the  ancient 
world  of  the  Orient.  Its  thoughts  are  not  our  thoughts,  neither 
are  its  ways  our  ways.  Judged  by  the  standards  of  our  science, 
it  is  a  very  capricious  world  where  men  seemingly  find  no 
trouble  in  believing  that  Moses  could  perform  wonders  with 
his  magic  rod,  that  Joshua  could  command  the  sun  to  stand 
still,  or  that  Elisha  could  cause  an  axe-head  to  float  on  water. 
Measured  by  the  standards  of  our  morality,  it  is  often  a  bar- 
barous world  in  which  tlie  coarsest  brutalities  are  endorsed  by 
religion.  According  to  our  sophisticated  standards  of  thinking, 
it  is  a  naive  world  where  God  is  described  in  the  most  human 
terms  and  where  thought  is  clothed  in  the  bizarre  idiom  of 
the  Semitic  mind.  This  is  the  world  of  the  Bible.  The  other 
world  is  our  world,  modern  and  occidental.  Our  ways,  so  we 
think,  are  more  advanced ;  our  thought  has  attained  a  stature 
of  logical  consistency;  and,  above  all,  science  reigns  as  king^ 
over  us.  We  smile  at  the  well-known  comic  strip  which  des- j  CL 
cribes  a  caveman  shuttling  back  and  forth  between  the  Stone  __ 
Age  and  the  twentieth  century  by  the  aid  of  a  "time  machine." 
Seriously,  however,  we  find  it  difficult  to  shuttle  back  and  forth 
between  our  modern,  occidental  world  and  the  ancient,  oriental., 
world  of  the  Bible. 

The  Age  of  Miracle 

In  this  chapter  we  shall  concentrate  on  only  one  aspect  of 
the  modern  difficulty  with  the  Bible:  the  problem  of  miracle 
in  the  opening  books  of  the  Old  Testament.  Modem  man  finds 
it  difficult,  if  not  impossible,  to  accept  the  naive  belief  that 
when  the  Israelites  were  in  dire  straits  God  would  "ra'ar  back 
an'  pass  a  miracle,"  as  in  Green  Pastures.  This  goes  against 
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common-sense  wisdom  and  certainly  against  the  scientific 
understanding  of  nature  as  being  governed  by  law-abiding 
processes  which  can  be  stated  in  precise  mathematical  formu- 
lae. The  modern  scientific  view  may  leave  little  room  for  "su- 
pernatural" intervention  into  human  affairs,  and  God  himself 
may  be  "lost  among  the  stars" ;  but  at  least  the  reign  of  natural 
law  allegedly  is  more  "democratic"  than  the  ancient  view  ac- 
cording to  which,  seemingly,  God  capriciously  suspended  the 
operation  of  nature's  laws  for  the  benefit  of  a  favored  few. 

Governed  by  the  modem  view,  some  people  attempt  to  dis- 
miss the  biblical  miracles  as  expressions  of  prescientific  ignor- 
ance. After  all,  it  is  pointed  out,  these  people  lived  in  an  age 
when  they  could  not  have  known  better.  They  were  children 
of  their  time;  thus  the  Scripture  they  wrote  inevitably  betrays 
a  naive  and  mistaken  understanding  of  nature.  Just  as  they 
uncritically  accepted  the  prevailing  view  that  the  earth  was 
flat  and  the  center  of  the  universe,  so  likewise  they  credulously 
inherited  the  common  belief  in  miracles.  Since  Scriptural 
truth  comes  to  us  wrapped  in  the  swaddling  clothes  of  a  pre- 
scientific age,  so  the  argument  goes,  we  must  seek  for  the  spir- 
itual truth  and  ignore  the  outgrown  wrapping.^ 

This  approach  places  us  in  the  position  of  having  to  disre- 
gard the  central  witness  of  the  Bible  itself.  If  we  could  over- 
come our  mental  bias  and  listen  attentively  to  the  testimony 
of  prophets  and  apostles  of  the  Bible,  we  would  recognize 
clearly  that  at  least  for  them  miracle  was  not  incidental  to 
their  message.  In  fact,  according  to  the  Bible,  the  sacred  drama 
moves  forward  from  the  Old  Testament  through  the  New 
Testament  by  virtue  of  divine  miracle.  Every  new  develop- 
ment of  the  plot  is  marked  by  a  new  act  of  God:  the  Exodus 
from  Egypt,  the  return  from  Babylonian  exile,  the  resurrec- 
tion of  Jesus,  and  the  Spirit-led  expansion  of  the  Church.  It  is 
especially  noteworthy  that  a  great  number  of  miracles  cluster 
around  the  two  great  epochs  of  the  Bible:  the  Exodus  which 
marked  the  initiation  of  the  Old  Covenant  of  Moses,  and  the 
career  of  Jesus  Christ  which  inaugurated  the  New  Covenant. 
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Of  course,  some  of  us  insist  that  the  biblical  account  might 
have  been  written  differently  if  a  modern  observer,  equipped 
with  the  knowledge  which  science  has  given,  had  been  at  the 
scene  of  the  so-called  miracle.  This  theorizing  cannot  change 
the  fact  that  none  of  us  were  at  the  scene,  while  those  who  were 
involved  in  the  events  testified  that  extraordinary  things  had 
taken  place,  prompting  them  to  exclaim  with  the  psalmist: 

Thou  art  the  God  that  does  wonders; 

Thou  hast  made  thy  strength  known  among  the  peoples. 

Thou  didst  by  thy  power  redeem  thy  people, 

The  sons  of  Jacob  and  Joseph. 

—Psalm  77:14-15 

Since  past  events  cannot  be  brought  into  the  laboratory  of 
the  present  for  examination,  it  would  seem  best  to  approach 
the  question  of  miracle  not  from  the  standpoint  of  a  modern 
prejudice,  but  from  the  standpoint  of  the  historical  evidence 
itself.  Above  all,  since  these  people  had  no  idea  of  the  law  of 
cause  and  effect  and  therefore  would  not  have  understood  our 
definition  of  a  miracle  as  something  which  disrupts  "natural 
law,"  we  must  investigate  the  character  of  the  experience 
which  lies  at  the  heart  of  the  miracle  tradition. 

In  a  later  chapter  we  shall  have  occasion  to  discuss  the  mir- 
acles of  the  New  Testament.  Now  we  shall  confine  our  atten- 
tion to  the  great  Old  Testament  era  of  miracle:  the  period  of 
the  Exodus. 

Unraveling  the  Strands  of  the  Pentateuch 

The  application  of  the  method  of  historical  criticism  to  the 
Bible  has  greatly  facilitated  our  task  of  interpretation.  It  has 
liberated  us  from  the  false  notion  that  we  are  dealing  with  a 
completely  accurate  record  of  the  past,  a  record  which  de- 
scribes what  actually  and  literally  happened  in  all  cases.  We 
are  no  longer  obligated  to  believe  that  in  Elisha's  time  God 
miraculously  sent  bears  to  eat  up  mischievous  children;  nor 
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do  we  have  to  wonder  about  the  cosmic  implications  of  Joshua's 
commanding  the  sun  to  stand  still;  nor  do  we  have  to  search 
the  seven  seas  for  an  aquatic  specimen  in  whose  belly  Jonah — 
a  la  Pinocchio — could  have  lived  for  several  days.  Once  the 
Bible  is  not  regarded  as  a  supematurally  dictated  book,  these 
things  can  be  understood  in  the  light  of  the  historical  circum- 
stances and  the  religious  context  in  which  they  were  written. 

This  does  not  mean,  however,  that  the  whole  miracle  tradi- 
tion of  the  Old  Testament  must  be  consigned  to  the  museum 
of  a  primitive  and  unenlightened  age,  or  treated  as  a  mere 
folk  embellishment  to  the  biblical  account.  On  the  contrary, 
historical  criticism  enables  us  to  distinguish  more  clearly 
between  what  is  peripheral  and  what  is  central  in  the  miracle 
tradition,  and  thereby  to  come  to  a  deeper  understanding  of 
Israel's  faith.  The  question  of  miracle  in  the  Old  Testament 
cannot  be  settled  by  concentrating  on  curiosities  like  axe-heads 
floating  on  water,  staffs  turning  into  snakes,  or  the  healing  of 
a  leprous  hand.  There  is  a  greater  miracle  at  the  center  of  the 
whole  miracle  tradition,  and  to  which  the  very  existence  of 
the  people  named  Israel  bears  witness.  Before  we  can  deal 
properly  with  this  issue,  we  must  consider  the  historical  evi- 
dence at  our  disposal  for  the  study  of  the  beginnings  of  Israel's 
history. 

Let  us  turn  our  attention  to  the  first  five  books  of  the  Old 
Testament.  These  books  collectively  are  called  the  Penta- 
teuch— from  a  Greek  word  signifying  a  writing  divided  into 
five  parts.  Together  they  tell  the  story  of  the  Hebrew  people 
from  their  early  beginnings  down  to  the  time  when  they  were 
stationed  in  the  plains  of  Moab,  poised  for  an  attack  upon 
the  Promised  Land,  Canaan.  The  book  of  Genesis  gives  a  pref- 
ace to  the  main  story,  which  begins  with  Moses.  After  an 
account  of  the  primeval  beginning  of  things,  the  thread  of 
continuity  is  traced  through  a  long  "family  tree,"  until  even- 
tually the  great  figure  of  Abraham  steps  onto  the  stage.  Then 
we  read  about  his  direct  descendants,  Isaac  and  Jacob,  and 
learn  how  during  a  time  of  famine  Jacob  and  his  sons  went 


THE  DAYS  OF  ISRAEL'S  YOUTH  45 

down  to  Egypt,  where  Joseph  occupied  a  position  of  authority 
second  only  to  the  pharaoh.  The  book  of  Exodus  begins  at 
this  point  with  a  description  of  the  sad  fortunes  of  these  Sem- 
ites in  consequence  of  the  rise  to  power  of  "a  pharaoh  who 
knew  not  Joseph"  (perhaps  Seti  I,  1319-01  B.c.).^  There  fol- 
lows a  series  of  vivid  stories  describing  Moses'  divine  com- 
mission to  lead  the  Hebrews  out  of  Egypt,  his  contest  with 
the  pharaoh,  the  successful  escape  across  the  Red  Sea,  and 
finally,  after  a  long  journey  through  the  wilderness,  the  ar- 
rival at  Mount  Sinai.  Next  comes  an  account  of  the  giving  of 
the  Law  and  the  making  of  a  covenant  between  Yahweh  and 
his  chosen  people.^  Then  we  read  the  tragic  sequel  to  this  dra- 
matic moment:  the  idolatrous  worship  of  the  Golden  Calf. 

At  about  this  point  the  story  definitely  bogs  down  for  the 
modem  reader.  The  last  part  of  Exodus,  all  of  the  book  of 
Leviticus,  and  the  first  part  of  the  book  of  Numbers  give  long 
and  dreary  descriptions  of  how  the  chosen  people  are  to  live 
and  worship.  We  are  told  about  the  exact  specifications  of 
the  Tabernacle,  the  making  of  priestly  vestments,  the  types 
of  offerings  which  must  be  presented  to  Yahweh,  laws  relating 
to  clean  and  unclean  foods,  and  many  other  details  important 
especially  to  priests.  But  in  the  tenth  chapter  of  Numbers  the 
story  begins  to  move  again.  We  read  about  the  departure  of 
the  Israelites  from  Sinai,  their  march  around  through  Trans- 
Jordan,  and  their  preparations  for  the  conquest  of  Canaan. 
Finally,  the  book  of  Deuteronomy  presents  us  with  a  series  of 
sermons  which  Moses  supposedly  delivered  to  the  Israelites  ( 
as  they  stood  at  the  very  threshold  of  the  Promised  LandJ 
With  the  intention  of  reminding  the  people  to  be  faithful  to 
their  covenant  with  Yahweh,  Moses  rehearses  Israel's  history 


2  See  the  discussion  of  the  historical  background  of  the  Exodus  in  Wright 
and  Filson,  The  Westminster  Historical  Atlas  to  the  Bible  (Westminster,  1945) , 
pp.  37  ff. 

3  The  special  Hebrew  name  for  the  deity  is  "Yahweh"  (usually  translated 
"the  Lord").  The  word  "Jehovah"  is  an  artificial  word  which  represents  a 
combination  of  the  consonants  of  Yahweh  with  the  vowels  of  Adonai  (Lord), 
the  latter  being  employed  as  a  substitute  for  the  ineffable  Name. 
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from  the  time  of  the  Exodus  and  also  restates  the  laws  that  are 
to  regulate  God's  people  as  they  settle  down  in  a  new  country. 
Deuteronomy  concludes  with  an  account  of  the  death  of  Moses 
and  Joshua's  appointment  as  his  successor. 

The  Jews  called  these  five  hooks  or  scrolls  the  Torah.  Usu- 
ally this  is  translated  "Law,"  but  the  English  translation  is 
scarcely  an  adequate  equivalent,  for  actually  Torah  means 
"teaching"  or  "instruction"  which  God  gives  his  people  either 
in  the  form  of  statutes  (law)  or  the  lessons  of  history  (narra- 
tive). As  can  be  seen  from  the  above  summary  of  the  Penta- 
teuch, the  Law  is  really  legislation  clasped  in  the  framework 
of  historical  traditions.  Judaism  of  the  late  Old  Testament 
period  developed  the  dogma  that  the  Law  in  its  entirety  (in- 
cluding even  the  account  of  Moses'  death  and  burial!)  was 
delivered  by  God  to  Moses.  The  belief  was  accepted  by  early 
Christians  (see  Matdiew  8:4;  Luke  24:27)  and  persisted  in 
tlie  Christian  Church  down  to  the  modern  era. 

If  the  "Five  Books  of  Moses"  were  truly  of  Mosaic  compo- 
sition, our  approach  to  the  story  of  the  Exodus  would  neces- 
sarily have  to  begin  with  the  consideration  that  this  literature 
comes  to  us  from  an  eyewitness,  one  who  was  actually  involved 
in  the  events  of  the  thirteenth  century  B.C.  However,  it  is  now 
the  unanimous  verdict  of  critical  biblical  scholarship  that 
these  traditions  in  their  written  form  come  from  a  much  later 
period.  Space  does  not  permit  us  to  treat  the  fascinating 
romance  of  Pentateuchal  criticism  that  began  when  early  rab- 
bis first  called  attention  to  passages  which  seemed  to  presup- 
pose a  time  much  later  than  Moses,  like  the  account  of  his 
death  or  passages  like  Genesis  12:6.  It  is  sufficient  to  say 
that  scholars  now  believe  that  the  Pentateuch,  rather  than 
being  of  Mosaic  authorship,  is  actually  a  "mosaic"  of  several 
documents  blended  together  editoriaUj.  The  earliest  docu- 
ment, to  which  the  symbol  "J"  is  given,  was  composed  in  the 
Southern  Kingdom,  Judah,  sometime  after  the  death  of  Solo- 
mon— perhaps  about  850  B.C.  A  century  later,  about  750 
B.C.,  another  document  was  composed  in  the  Northern  King- 
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dom,  Ephraim  or  Israel.  This  document,  embodying  many  of 
the  same  traditions,  is  designated  by  the  symbol  "E."  Some- 
time after  the  fall  of  the  Northern  Kingdom  in  722  B.C.,  these 
two  documents  were  combined  by  a  Judean  editor  in  such  a 
manner  that  the  material  of  both  was  preserved  in  so  far  as 
possible,  even  though  this  resulted  in  repetitions  and  incon- 
sistencies. Then  about  the  middle  of  the  seventh  century  B.C. 
a  law  code  was  composed  that  became  the  basis  of  King  Jo- 
siah's  Reform  in  Judah  in  621  B.C.,  just  on  the  eve  of  the 
collapse  of  the  nation  (see  II  Kings  22-23).  The  nucleus  of 
the  present  book  of  Deuteronomy  evidently  was  officially  rec- 
ognized at  that  time,  and  all  the  literature  of  this  period  which 
was  imprinted  with  the  Deuteronomic  viewpoint  is  called 
"D."  Later  on,  after  the  Jewish  people  had  returned  from 
Babylonian  exile  and  had  compensated  for  their  loss  of  politi- 
cal independence  by  establishing  a  religious  community,  a 
group  of  priests  in  about  500  B.C.  composed  a  religious  his- 
tory of  the  Jews,  giving  due  stress  to  priestly  interests  such  as 
rituals,  genealogies.  Sabbath  observance,  and  so  on.  This 
Priestly  Code  is  known  as  "P."  Finally,  in  about  400  B.C. 
Jewish  editors  blended  "P"  with  both  "JE"  and  "D"  to  pro- 
duce the  Pentateuch  as  we  now  have  it.  Since  the  final  editors 
lived  in  the  priestly  community  of  Judaism,  it  was  natural  for 
them  to  make  the  P  Code  the  framework  into  which  the  earlier 
sources  were  inserted.  We  can  visualize  the  result  by  imag- 
ining what  would  be  involved  in  weaving  together  the  Four 
Gospels  of  the  New  Testament  in  such  a  manner  that  virtually 
nothing  was  lost.^ 

It  is  important  to  recognize  that  the  above  analysis  of  the 
Pentateuch  is  a  hypothesis  based  on  literary  criticism.  These 
sources  have  been  found  only  within  the  confines  of  the  Pen- 
tateuch; they  have  not  been  found  by  archaeologists  in  search 

*  Interestingly,  in  the  middle  of  the  second  century  a.d.  Tatian  did  this  in 
•his  Diatessaron.  Like  the  final  editors  of  the  Pentateuch,  he  made  the  last  and 
latest  Gospel,  John,  the  framework  of  his  composition.  Like  the  Pentateuch,  too, 
the  result  was  a  kind  of  literary  patchwork  in  which  appeared  repetitions,  in- 
consistencies, and  diflferences  of  theological  expression. 
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of  ancient  documents.  Like  all  scientific  hypotheses,  this  one 
is  subject  to  continuing  examination  in  the  light  of  thejBvi- 
dence.  But  up  to  the  present  this  hypothesis,  perhaps  slightly 
modified,  has  been  generally  accepted  as  the  best  explanation 
of  the  problems  of  the  Pentateuch.  We  do  encounter  repeti- 
tions, as  for  instance  in  the  two  stories  of  the  Creation  (Gene- 
sis 1:1-2 :4a  and  2:4a-25)  and  the  two  versions  of  the  Ten 
Commandments  (Exodus  20  and  Deuteronomy  5).  We  find 
numerous  inconsistencies,  as  for  instance  in  the  Flood  story 
where  J  and  P  materials  have  been  dovetailed.  And  we  en- 
counter differences  of  style,  vocabulary,  and  religious  ex- 
pression, as  may  be  seen  from  a  careful  comparison  of  the 
narrative  of  Genesis  1  with  the  picturesque  story  found  in 
Genesis  2  and  3.  In  the  light  of  the  cumulative  evidence,  the 
old  dogma  of  the  Mosaic  authorship  of  the  Pentateuch  has  to 
be  scrapped.^ 

How  the  Past  Speaks  to  Us 

Several  conclusions  are  evident  from  this  critical  study  of 
the  Old  Testament.  In  the  first  place,  we  are  dealing  with  docu- 
ments which  are  considerably  removed,  in  point  of  time,  from 
the  period  of  the  events  described.  The  traditions  about  the 
beginnings  of  Israel  were  passed  down  orally  for  centuries 
before  they  were  first  reduced  to  writing  by  J  and  E.  The  sit- 
uation  would  be  comparable  if  we  had  no  early  records  con- 
cerning the  migration  of  the  Pilgrims  to  America,  but  had__ 
to  rely  solely  upon  traditions  (poems,  legends,  anecdotes, 
and  so  on)  passed  down  orally  to  the  historian  of  the  twentieth 
century.  Even  when  we  consider  the  remarkable  power  of 
memory  of  the  ancient  Semites,  we  must  make  due  allowance 
for  the  fact  that  the  traditions  come  to  us  through  folk  chan^~ 
nels  in  which  the  interest  was  Jn  the  telling  of  the  story,  not 

5  A  readable  account  of  the  history  of  Pentateuchal  criticism  and  an  outline 
of  the  Documentary  Hypothesis  is  given  in  E.  R.  Trattner,  Unravelling  the  Book 
of  Books  (Scribner,  1931). 
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the  communication  of  accurate  factual  information.  In  this 
connection,  scholars  often  point  out  that  narratives  written 
down  by  an  eyewitness  of  the  events,  like  the  account  of 
David's  domestic  affairs  in  II  Samuel  9-20,  usually  give  a 
comparatively  straightforward  and  unadorned  presentation, 
while  narratives  that  are  dependent  upon  an  oral  tradition  are 
replete  with  miracle  tales,  as  in  the  case  of  the  Elijah-Elisha 
cycle  of  stories.  This  does  not  mean  that  we  should  dismiss  the 
miracle  faith  as  an  invention  of  the  popular  imagination,  but 
it  does  mean  that  we  should  study  it  in  terms  of  the  folk  mind 
in  which  it  took  shape  and  evolved. 

Again,  we  must  be  clear  about  the  attitude  toward  the  past 
reflected  in  these  documents.  We  may  be  sure  that  J  and  E, 
the  earliest  historians,  did  not  write  down  the  traditions  of 
Israel  because  of  a  curiosity  about  what  actually  happened 
"back  there"  in  the  days  of  long  ago.  We  can  hardly  imagine 
these  writers,  after  the  manner  of  modem  historians,  carefully 
checking  all  the  available  sources  and  objectively  weighing 
the  evidence  in  order  that  the  past  might  be  reconstructed  ac- 
curately. This  was  not  the  Hebrew  way  of  writing  history.  For 
these  writers  the  past  was  not  so  much  "back  there"  as  it  was 
a  present  reality  in  the  memory  of  a  people,  giving  meaning 
to  daily  events  and  casting  its  light  ahead  into  the  future.  In 
other  words,  we  are  dealing  with  what  Nels  Ferre  whimsically 
described  in  a  university  chapel  sermon  as  "the  is-ness  of  the 
was/'  the  presentness  of  the  past  in  the  life  of  a  historical 
community.  Each  of  us  knows  how  within  himself  he  bears  his 
own  past.  This  past  is  not  written  down  in  a  diary,  or  repre- 
sented by  photograph  albums  containing  pictures  of  what  ac- 
tually took  place.  Rather,  it  is  held  in  the  remembrance  of  the 
present,  thereby  giving  each  of  us  a  unique  outlook  upon  the 
actions  of  the  day  and  the  aspirations  for  tomorrow.  Likewise 
in  the  case  of  Israel  we  are  dealing  primarily  with  remem- 
bered events.  The  traditions  of  the  past  were  preserved  in  the 
oral  memory  and  eventually  written  down  in  various  docu- 
ments, not  because  of  historical  curiosity  but  because  the 
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meaning  of  these  events  was  a  vital  part  of  the  life  of  each 
generation.  Through  the  remembrance  of  the  past  God  con- 
tinued to  speak  in  the  present  (see  Amos  2:9-16;  Jeremiah 
2:1-19).  So,  for  instance,  the  annual  observance  of  the  ancient 
rite  of  the  Passover  kept  alive  and  fresh  the  memory  of  the 
Exodus. 

The  fact  that  the  past  is  not  treated  in  textbook  fashion 
helps  to  explain  something  which  bewilders  us  about  the  com- 
position of  the  Pentateuch.  What  led  the  editors  to  piece  to- 
gether various  documents  in  disregard  of  plagiarizing  others' 
work  and  forging  Moses'  name,  and  above  all  in  seeming  una- 
wareness  of  the  inconsistencies  resulting  from  such  a  "scis- 
sors-and-paste"  method?  The  answer  is  that  writing  under 
a  pseudonym  was  a  widespread  and  respectable  practice  in 
antiquity,  and  "authorship  rights"  was  hardly  a  consideration 
when  authors  and  editors  were  unconcerned  about  their  per-_ 
sonal  autograph.  While  the  editors  of  the  Pentateuch  were 
probably  aware  of  inconsistencies  resulting  from  their  work, 
their  governing  consideration  was  not  logical  consistency  but 
the  preservation  of  the  tradition  in  all  its  richness.  These 
writings,  in  other  words,  must  be  understood  primarily  as  a 
continuing  proclamation  of  Israel's  faith.  And  since  all  gener- 
ations were  linked  together  in  the  chain  of  witnesses,  the  voices 
of  the  past  were  summoned  to  testify  in  the  present  as  the  tra- 
ditions were  subjected  to  a  fresh  editorial  revision.  The  in- 
corporation of  J,  E,  D,  and  P  into  a  single  work  is  perhaps 
analogous  to  our  hymnbooks  in  which  hymns  of  different  ages 
are  conserved  and  used,  despite  differences  among  them,  as 
witness  of  a  common  faith. 

Finally,  all  these  sources  are  unanimous  in  their  emphasis 
upon  miracle.  Obviously  there  are  real  differences  between 
the  various  writings  of  the  Pentateuch.  J  and  E  seem  to  re- 
flect the  prophetic  viewpoint  of  the  ninth  and  eighth  centuries 
B.C.,  D  seems  to  represent  an  alliance  of  prophets  and  priests, 
and  P  definitely  views  the  past  through  the  eyes  of  priests.  J 
and  P  begin  with  the  Creation,  E  starts  with  Abraham,  and 
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D  is  concerned  primarily  with  the  Mosaic  period.  Each  writ- 
ing reflects  different  historical  circumstances  that  prevailed 
at  the  time  of  its  composition  and  employs  a  characteristic 
style,  vocabulary,  and  theological  language.  But  despite  these 
and  other  differences  all  the  sources  agree  that  miracle  sto- 
ries are  indispensable  in  the  proclamation  of  Israel's  faith. 

Moreover,  if  we  were  to  pursue  our  investigation  beyond 
the  written  sources  of  the  Pentateuch  back  into  the  period  of 
the  oral  transmission  of  the  faith,  we  would  discover  that  the 
experience  of  miracle  lies  at  the  very  heart  of  the  tradition. 
In  recent  years  a  great  deal  of  light  has  been  thrown  on  this 
point  by  a  school  of  study  known  as  "Form  Criticism."  ®  Ac- 
cepting the  basic  outline  of  the  Documentary  Hypothesis, 
these  scholars  have  attempted  to  study  the  preliterary  forms 
into  which  the  tradition  was  cast  and  the  life  situations  of  the 
community  in  which  the  small  fragments  were  remembered, 
long  before  they  were  incorporated  into  the  literary  cycles  of 
J  and  E.  They  have  isolated  certain  units,  now  embedded  in 
the  literary  strata  of  the  Pentateuch,  and  have  found  after 
careful  analysis  that  they  bear  the  marks  of  being  heirlooms 
handed  down  from  an  ancient  time,  shortly  after  the  period  of 
the  Exodus.  As  an  example  we  may  cite  the  confession  of 
faith  which,  according  to  Deuteronomy  26:5-10  (cf.  6:20-24), 
the  worshiper  makes  at  the  sanctuary  in  connection  with  his 
offering  of  the  first  fruits : 

A  nomad  Aramean  was  my  father ;  he  went  down  to  Egypt  to  reside 
there,  with  a  small  company,  and  there  he  became  a  nation,  great, 
mighty,  and  numerous;  the  Egyptians  treated  us  harshly,  oppressed 
us,  and  imposed  hard  servitude  upon  us;  but  we  cried  to  the  Lord, 
the  God  of  our  fathers,  and  the  Lord  heard  our  cry,  and  seeing  our 
affliction,  our  toil  and  our  oppression,  the  Lord  brought  us  out  of 
Egypt  with  a  strong  hand  and  an  outstretched  arm,  with  great  terrors, 
signs,  and  portents;  and  bringing  us  to  this  place,  he  gave  us  this 


^  See  chapter  7  for  the  application  of  this  method  to  the  New  Testament.  This 
approach  was  first  used  in  Old  Testament  study  and  was  known  as  Gattung- 
kritik,  the  study  of  the  Gattung  or  imit  as  to  its  "form"  and  history. 
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land,  a  land  flowing  with  milk  and  honey.  And  now  see,  I  have 
brought  the  first  of  the  produce  of  the  soil,  which  thou,  0  Lord,  hast 
given  me. 

This  ancient  cultic  confession  is  really  a  recitation  of  the 
"mighty  acts"  of  God  which  brought  the  Israelite  community 
into  being  and  which  were  remembered  by  succeeding  gener- 
ations as  the  basis  of  the  community's  ongoing  life.  A  narra- 
tive like  J  is  actually  only  an  elaboration  of  the  theme  of 
Heilsgeschichte  or  the  Drama  of  God's  Redemptive  Acts — a 
theme  that  was  a  part  of  the  oral  tradition  from  an  early 
time. 

Of  course,  this  study  of  the  folk  mind  of  Israel,  aided  by 
the  comparative  examination  of  other  folk  traditions,  has 
helped  us  to  understand  how  the  tradition  was  embellished 
as  the  years  went  by.  It  would  be  rash,  however,  to  assert  that 
miracle  stories  were  foreign  to  the  authentic  tradition  of 
Israel  or  that  they  were  mere  inventions  of  popular  imagina- 
tion. On  the  contrary,  both  a  literary  examination  of  the  Pen- 
tateuch and  a  form-critical  study  of  the  oral  transmission  of 
Israel's  faith  lead  to  the  conclusion  that  the  experience  of 
miracle  was  native  to  Israel's  faith. 

The  Significance  of  the  Exodus 

We  have  attempted  to  prepare  for  the  consideration  of  our 
question  by  recognizing  that  the  Pentateuch  does  not  provide 
us  with  an  on-the-scene  report  of  events,  and  that  the  motive 
for  remembering  and  eventually  writing  these  stories  was  not 
the  historian's  desire  to  produce  an  accurate  textbook  of  his- 
tory. Now  we  must  face  the  central  issue:  what  is  the  nature 
of  the  miracle  faith  which  was  stated  anew  as  each  generation 
retold  the  stories,  and  as  various  editors  gave  the  tradition 
fresh  statement  by  reworking  the  literary  sources? 

The  book  of  Genesis  gives  us  the  impression  that  God's  spe- 
cial action  in  history  began  with  his  calling  Abraham  to  leave 
Mesopotamia  and  to  go  out  by  faith  into  the  Land  of  Promise 
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(Genesis  12:1;  of.  Hebrews  11:8).  Thus  the  God  who  called 
Israel  out  of  Egypt  is,  as  the  documents  of  the  Pentateuch 
testify,  "the  God  of  the  fathers":  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Jacob. 
In  a  sense  this  is  profoundly  true.  God's  deliverance  of  the 
Israelites  from  Egypt  was  preceded  by  his  providential  guid- 
ance of  their  ancestors  in  the  past.  This  claim,  however,  was 
made  in  retrospect,  just  as  one  who  is  called  into  Christian 
service  looks  back  from  the  standpoint  of  faith  and  sees  that 
in  his  earlier  years  God  was  guiding  and  preparing  him  for 
his  vocation.  Therefore  the  prevailing  interpretation  of  the 
book  of  Genesis,  including  the  "call"  of  Abraham,  is  proba-^ 
bly  a  projection  backward  of  the  meaning  discerned  in  late£ 
events  of  Israel's  history,  especially  the  Exodus.  We  can 
understand  how  the  ancient  traditions  have  been  treated  if  we. 
imagine  American  historians  beginning  with  an  interpreta- 
tion of  American  history  derived,  say,  from  the  Revolutionary 
War  and,  by  backward  projection,  viewing  everything  from 
Columbus'  discovery  of  America  on  as  preparation  for  the 
signing  of  the  Declaration  of  Independence. 

The  stories  of  the  patriarchal  age  are  folk  stories  which 
were  preserved,  in  the  first  instance,  for  their  enthralling  in- 
terest, not  for  their  historical  value.  Admittedly,  they  con- 
tain a  measure  of  historical  accuracy,  as  archaeologists  are 
now  pointing  out.  Excavations  at  Ur,  Abraham's  native  city, 
and  other  places  in  the  Near  East  have  enabled  us  to  see  the 
patriarchal  narratives  against  the  background  of  ancient  civil- 
ization and  the  movement  of  population  across  the  coveted  arc 
of  land  which  has  been  called  the  "Fertile  Crescent."  ^  Abra- 
ham's migration  from  Ur  to  Haran  and  from  Haran  into 
Palestine  was  imdoubtedly  a  phase  of  a  great  movement  of 
population  which  occurred  sometime  between  2000  and  1700 
B.C.  The  discovery  of  the  names  Abram  and  Jacob  in  the  rec- 
ords of  these  peoples  clearly  indicates  that  Semitic  elements 


''  The  "Fertile  Crescent"  is  J.  H.  Breasted's  designation  of  the  fertile  strip 
of  land  which  skirts  the  Mediterranean  coast  (Palestine-Syria)  and  bends 
around,  following  the  valley  of  the  Tigris-Euphrates  down  to  the  Persian  Gulf. 
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were  involved.  But  the  question  as  to  what  actually  motivated 
Abraham  to  go  into  Palestine  cannot  be  answered  merely  by 
reading  the  story  in  Genesis  12.  We  must  remember  that  the 
patriarchal  traditions  of  Genesis  are  governed  by  a  religious 
view  which,  properly  speaking,  came  from  the  period  of  Moses 
and  later.  The  light  of  God's  revelation  to  Moses  and  the 
prophets  shone  backward  into  the  period  of  the  patriarchs  and 
even  into  the  mythological  period  of  "prehistory"  (Genesis 
1-11).  Thus  J  projects  the  worship  of  God  under  the  special 
name  "Yahweh"  back  to  the  time  of  Adam's  grandson  (Gene- 
sis 4:26),  contrary  to  E  and  P,  which  emphasize  the  special 
revelation  in  the  Mosaic  period  (see  Exodus  3:14-15[E]; 
6:3[P]).« 

Turning  to  the  period  of  the  Exodus,  immediately  the  ques- 
tion arises:  why  should  the  Exodus  have  this  pivotal  signifi- 
cance in  Israel's  faith?  Viewed  by  itself  the  flight  of  a  hand- 
ful of  slave-laborers  from  the  borderland  of  Egypt  is  nothing 
extraordinary.  To  be  sure,  the  book  of  Exodus  in  its  present 
form  gives  us  the  impression  that  the  presence  of  Hebrews  in 
Egypt  constituted  a  real  political  threat  to  the  country  and 
that  their  petition  to  leave  caused  reverberations  throughout 
the  land.  Again  we  must  remember,  however,  that  these  events 
are  described  in  documents  of  a  much  later  period,  and  from 
an  Israelite  point  of  view.  Unquestionably  the  historical  situ- 
ation was  considerably  magnified  in  the  folk  tradition  owing 
to  the  profound  significance  of  the  Exodus  in  Israel's  faith.  In 
Egyptian  records  of  the  period  the  event  is  passed  over  in  com- 
plete silence.  We  learn  from  Egyptian  sources  that  it  was 
customary  for  Egyptian  officials  to  admit  Asiatics  into  the 
Delta  region  (Goshen)  especially  during  a  time  of  famine, 
and  moreover  we  are  told  that  pharaohs  like  Rameses  II  used 
'Apiru  (evidently  the  Egyptian  equivalent  of  "Hebrews")  to 


s  The  J  source  employs  the  word  "Yahweh"  throughout  the  book  of  Genesis, 
while  E  and  P  refrain  from  using  the  special  name  until  the  time  of  Moses.  This 
alternation  in  the  use  of  divine  names  was  one  of  the  chief  clues  which  led  to 
the  unraveling  of  the  soiurces  of  the  Pentateuch. 
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do  hard  labor  on  public  projects.  But  the  flight  of  this  particu- 
lar group  of  Hebrews  was,  from  the  Egyptian  standpoint,  an 


event  of  such  minor  significance  that  it  did  not  even  receive 
official  mention,  so  far  as  we  know.  This  is  no  argument 
against  the  historicity  of  the  Exodus.  It  is  only  an  indication 
of  the  different  standpoints  from  which  the  event  was  viewed. 
To  Egyptians  this  was  only  a  minor  border  incident;  to  the 
Hebrews  involved  it  was  a  "mighty  act"  of  Yahweh. 

This  difference  in  standpoint  should  warn  us  immediately 
against  assuming  that  the  extraordinary  wonders  and  signs 
attending  the  Exodus  were  proofs  which  compelled  people  to 
acknowledge  the  power  of  Yahweh.  Today  many  people  sup- 
pose that  the  performance  of  miracles  in  the  biblical  period  is 
an  argument  which  should  convince  all  rational  people  of  the 
truth  of  the  Bible.  How  could  these  marvelous  things  have  oc- 
curred, it  is  asked,  without  the  supernatural  intervention  of 
God?  li,  however,  a  modern  skeptic  had  been  on  hand  at  the 
time,  he  would  not  necessarily  have  seen  what  the  Israelites 
saw,  and  certainly  he  would  not  have  found  proofs  that  com- 
pelled his  reason  to  acknowledge  the  redemptive  activity  of 
God  in  history.  The  miracle  of  the  Red  Sea  was  no  proof  to 
hostile  Egyptians  or  to  ficklehearted  Israelites  who  longed  for 
the  "fleshpots"  of  Egypt.  But  to  those  who  saw  in  faith,  it  was 
the  assurance  that  God  was  with  them,  fighting  for  them  against 
impossible  odds.  This  is  the  conviction  expressed  in  an  ancient 
scrap  of  poetry  which  scholars  believe  was  composed  by  one 
who  witnessed  the  cataclysm  of  the  Red  Sea: 

Sing  ye  to  the  Lord,  for  he  hath  triumphed  gloriously, 
The  horse  and  his  rider  hath  he  thrown  into  the  sea ! 

— Exodus  15:21 

Here  we  are  up  against  the  tantalizing  problem  of  election, 
the  mystery  that  some  men  see  the  action  of  God  while  other 
rational  men,  beholding  the  same  outward  manifestations  of 
his  sovereignty,  are  spiritually  blind.  We  cannot  properly  dis- 
cuss the  question  of  what  happened  at  the  Red  Sea  until  we 
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have  grappled  with  this  more  basic  issue,  for  it  is  common- 
place knowledge  that  one's  attitude  makes  all  the  difference 
in  what  he  sees.  Israel's  election  consisted  in  the  gift  of  spirit- 
ual sight  which  enabled  this  people  to  trace  the  working  of 
God's  hand  in  human  affairs.  Why  they  saw  God's  action  in 
history,  when  others  about  them  did  not,  can  be  explained  only 
by  saying  that  God  caused  them  to  see — which,  of  course,  is__ 
no  explanation  at  all.  But  apart  from  this  spiritual  discern- 
ment of  the  chosen  people  we  are  at  a  loss  to  understand  why 
Israelites  saw  the  hand  of  God  everywhere,  even  in  things  we 
would  regard  as  commonplace  or  capable  of  some  scientific 
explanation. 
I  Consider,  for  instance,  the  miracle  of  the  Red  Sea.  For 
many  people  the  biblical  story  has  lost  its  glamour  because 
scholars  have  pointed  out  that:  (a)  the  body  of  water  referred 
to  is  not  the  Red  Sea  but  the  shallow  "sea  of  reeds"  or  Marsh 
Sea  further  north;  (b)  the  miracle  occurred  during  a  violent 
storm  when  the  wind  reached  such  a  velocity  that  the  shallow 
v/aters  were  temporarily  held  back,  as  the  J  narrative  suggests 
("a  strong  east  wind,"  Exodus  14:21) ;  and  (c)  this  "natural 
^^  event"  has  been  witnessed  in  more  recent  times  in  this  area. 
This  very  plausible  theory  fails  to  explain  the  perfect  timingj_ 
the  strange  coincidence  of  the  natural  phenomenon  with  the 
emergency  of  the  fugitive  Hebrews.  (Compare  the  modern 
exodus  from  Dunkirk!)  But  even  if  it  could  be  proved  beyond 
a  shadow  of  doubt  that  such  a  natural  phenomenon  actually 
underlies  the  biblical  tradition  we  would  not  necessarily  ar- 
rive at  an  understanding  of  the  biblical  meaning  of  the  event. 
Suppose,  says  the  skeptic,  the  Hebrews  were  lucky  enough  to 
get  across  the  Marsh  Sea  during-  a  wind  storm.  So  what?  After 
all,  nature  is  full  of  freakish  things,  as  any  modern  scientist 
knows.  So  after  discussing;  what  might  or  might  not  have  hap- 
pened we  come  again  to  the  stubborn  fact  that  what  to  one_ 
person  may  be  a  sign  of  God's  providence  to  another  may  be 
interpreted  quite  differently,  depending  on  his  sight,  his  per- 
spective upon  history.  This  leads  one  scholar  to  state  that 
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"there  is  no  Miracle  except  to  the  eye  that  perceives  it:  we 
might  add  that  to  the  eye  which  perceives  it,  it  ceases  in  one 
sense  to  be  a  'Miracle'  at  all,"  for  all  things  are  touched  by 
the  hand  of  God.° 


The  Role  of  Moses 

In  any  discussion  of  the  Exodus,  and  the  extraordinary  signs 
and  wonders  that  accompanied  it,  we  must  begin  with  the  su- 
preme miracle  of  Israel's  election  and  the  unique  outlook  of 
this  people  upon  history.  Moreover,  we  must  give  due  atten- 
tion to  the  role  of  Moses,  whose  call  is  inseparably  related  to 
the  call  of  Israel.  To  the  historian  Moses  presents  a  tre- 
mendous problem,  a  problem  greater  than  the  much  discussed 
issue  of  the  "historical  Jesus."  Anything  said  about  Moses 
must  be  qualified  by  the  caveat  that  his  career  antedates  the 
earliest  written  documents  of  the  Old  Testament  by  at  least 
four  centuries,  and  that  he  is  known  to  us  only  in  the  frame- 
work of  the  faith  of  the  Israelite  community. 

The  account  of  Moses'  call  is  given  in  the  vivid  narrative 
found  in  Exodus  3.  Moses  was  tending  the  flocks  of  his  Midian- 
ite  father-in-law,  so  the  story  goes,  when  he  came  to  the  slopes 
of  Horeb,  otherwise  known  as  Sinai.  There,  while  he  was 
brooding  over  the  plight  of  his  fellow  men  in  Egypt,  "the 
Angel  of  the  Lord"  appeared  to  him  in  a  flame  of  fire  out  of 
the  midst  of  a  bush.  Knowing  that  we  are  dealing  with  a  story 
which  in  its  written  form  is  much  later  than  Moses'  time,  and 
knowing  furthermore  that  in  the  Old  Testament  faith  finds  ex- 
pression in  the  rich  imagery  of  oriental  symbolism,  we  should 
not  fall  into  the  error  of  rationalizing  this  as  a  portrayal  of 
something  which  took  place  objectively,  as  though  the  burn- 
ing bush  could  have  been  pictured  with  a  movie  camera  or 
the  Voice  recorded  by  a  phonograph  had  someone  been  around 
with  those  modem  instruments.  To  ask  the  question  "Did  this 


9  W.  J.  Phythian-Adams^  The  Call  of  Israel  (Oxford,  1934) ,  p.  177. 
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happen  just  as  it  is  described?"  betrays  our  inability  to  under- 
stand the  Hebraic  mode  of  thinking,  which  makes  no  sharp  dis- 
tinction between  what  we  would  call  the  inner  and  the  outer, 
the  subjective  and  the  objective,  the  world  of  imagination 
and  the  realm  of  hard  fact.  To  us  of  the  West  these  are  two 
separate  dimensions;  to  the  oriental  mind,  however,  they 
blend  together  as  one.  Therefore,  literalism  kills  the  meaning 
of  the  story.  Of  course  God  did  not  actually  reveal  himself  in 
fire;  but  how  could  the  truth  be  stated  more  vividly  that  God, 
though  hidden  from  mortal  sight,  makes  known  his  glory  in 
commonplace  situations?  Likewise,  God  did  not  literally  carry 
on  a  conversation  with  Moses;  but  is  it  not  profoundly  true 
that  this  dialogue  has  been  repeated  again  and  again  when 
men  have  encountered  God?  Just  as  the  poet  addresses  himself 
to  the  poet  within  us,  so  the  narrative  of  Exodus  3  speaks  from 
faith  to  faith. 

It  is  important  to  recognize  that  God's  word  came  to  Moses 
in  a  moment  when  he  was  acutely  conscious  of  the  historical 
situation  of  his  people  in  Egypt.  We  cannot  properly  consider 
Moses  as  a  mystic  who  had  a  private  experience  of  God's  pres- 
ence out  in  the  silence  and  solitude  of  the  desert.  In  Moses' 
case,  as  indeed  with  all  the  prophets,  our  attention  fastens 
first  upon  the  historical  situation  in  Egypt  which  was  integrally 
related  to  what  was  taking  place  in  the  ancient  world  during 
the  second  millenium  before  Christ.  Moses'  role  was  not  that 
of  telling  his  countrymen  about  a  private  religious  experience ; 
it  was,  rather,  that  of  mediating  to  them  the  meaning  of  a 
specific  historical  crisis  in  which  they  were  all  involved.  He 
was,  of  course,  the  leader  who  took  the  initiative  in  setting 
his  people  free;  but,  like  the  prophets,  he  was  also  the  divine 
spokesman  who  interpreted  the  signs  of  the  times.  In  this  sense 
Hosea  is  correct  in  saying:  "By  a  prophet  the  Lord  brought 
Israel  out  of  Egypt"  (12:13). 

God's  revelation  to  Moses,  then,  came  as  the  interpretation 
of  a  historical  situation:  Israel's  bondage  in  Egypt.  One  con- 
viction dominates  all  the  narratives  of  the  Pentateuch:  the 
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completely  wonderful  outgoing  of  God's  love  toward  Israel, 
his  stooping  down  mercifully  to  rescue  his  "son"  from  the 
house  of  bondage  (Exodus  4:22).  "And  the  Lord  said,  I 
have  surely  seen  the  affliction  of  my  people  which  are  in 
Egypt,  and  have  heard  their  cry  by  reason  of  their  taskmas- 
ters ;  for  I  know  their  sorrows,  and  I  am  come  down  to  deliver 
them.  .  ."  (Exodus  3:7-8).  What  made  the  Exodus  crucial  for 
Israel  was  not  the  bare  events,  like  the  escape  from  Egypt  or 
the  crossing  of  the  Marsh  Sea,  but  the  meaning  revealed  in 
those  events.  To  the  outsider  the  Exodus  was  only  a  phase  of 
the  continual  shifting  of  population  in  the  ancient  world;  to 
Israel,  however,  this  was  the  event  which  revealed  God  as 
Lord  and  Redeemer.  Looking  out  from  this  standpoint  of  faith, 
miracles  were  seen  on  every  hand,  giving  assurance  of  his 
mercy,  his  protection,  his  guidance,  and  his  faithfulness. 

Did  the  Miracles  Happen? 

Up  to  this  point  we  have  said  that  the  supreme  miracle  was 
wrought  by  God  in  history:  his  creation  of  a  people  to  be  his 
own  in  a  special  sense. 

I  will  take  you  as  my  own  people,  and  I  will  be  your  God,  and  you 
shall  know  that  it  is  I,  the  Lord  your  God,  who  shall  free  you  from 
the  burdens  of  the  Egyptians. 

— Exodus  6:7 

It  is  wrong  to  detach  a  miracle  story  from  this  context  of 
faith  and  study  it  in  isolation.  The  miracle  stories,  collectively 
and  individually,  must  be  viewed  in  the  light  of  the  central 
aflfirmation  of  faith:  God's  call  of  Israel.  The  deliverance  of 
the  infant  Moses  from  the  pharaoh's  massacre,  the  plagues  in 
Egypt,  the  crossing  of  the  Marsh  Sea,  the  pillar  of  cloud  and 
fire,  the  sending  of  the  manna  and  quails,  the  striking  of  the 
rock  to  obtain  water,  the  defeat  of  Amalek — each  one  of  these 
incidents,  viewed  from  the  standpoint  of  faith,  was  an  assur- 
ance or  sign  of  the  saving  activity  of  God  in  the  history  of  his 
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people,  Israel.  We  could  go  so  far  as  to  say  that  even  though 
any  one  of  these  stories  could  be  shown  on  historical  grounds 
to  be  an  inaccurate  or  legendary  account  of  the  actual  situa- 
tion, the  truth  of  the  miracle  tradition  as  a  whole  would  not 
be  affected  in  the  slightest.  For  it  is  precisely  the  central  ele- 
ment of  the  tradition,  namely  the  call  of  Israel,  which  lies 
beyond  the  scope  of  historical  or  scientific  inquiry.  Israel's 
faith  did  not  rest  merely  upon  the  Exodus  and  accompanying 
incidents,  which  are  open  to  historical  or  archaeological  study; 
rather,  Israel's  faith  rested  upon  the  experience  that  the  Exo- 
dus was  God's  redemptive  act.  A  people  had  been  created  by 
God's  sovereign  activity  in  history!  This  was  the  miracle  that 
"happened." 

We  insist,  however,  upon  pressing  the  question  as  to  whether 
a  particular  episode,  which  illustrates  this  central  truth,  actu- 
ally took  place.  This  is  a  matter  for  discussion  in  terms  of  his- 
torical criticism.  For  instance,  the  story  about  the  infant  Moses 
floating  down  the  Nile  in  a  basket  is  so  obviously  based  on 
familiar  legends  that  we  may  conclude  that  here  the  tradition 
has  been  embellished  by  a  folk  motif. ^°  Even  so,  the  folk  story 
in  this  case  expresses  the  religious  truth  that  God's  redemptive 
purpose  was  at  work  even  before  Moses'  later  awareness  of 
it.  In  the  providence  of  God  the  evil  design  of  the  pharaoh 
actually  became  the  means  whereby  Egyptians  trained  the 
future  leader  of  the  Hebrews!  Similarly,  the  stories  concern- 
ing Moses'  wonder-working  rod  (for  example,  Exodus  7:10- 
13)  betray  the  interests  of  the  folk  mind.  But  in  every  case 
these  popular  superstitions  not  only  add  vividness  to  the  story 
but  also  imaginatively  express  the  truth  of  God's  sovereignty 
over  the  priestly  wizardry  of  Egypt  and  over  all  powers  that 
would  oppose  the  accomplishment  of  his  purpose  in  history. 

Other  stories  may  be  imaginative  exaggerations  of  natural 
occurrences  which  attended  the  Exodus,  the  wilderness  wan- 

10  The  birth  story  of  Moses  strikingly  resembles  the  legend  of  the  famous 
Sargon,  king  of  Akkad.  See  G.  A.  Barton,  Archaeology  and  the  Bible,  7th  ed. 
(American  Sunday  School  Union),  p.  375. 
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dering,  and  the  invasion  of  Canaan.  Some  scholars  believe  that 
most  of  the  plagues  can  be  explained  on  the  basis  of  a  natural 
catastrophe:  the  inundation  of  the  Nile  River.  We  have  al- 
ready noticed  that  some  explain  the  crossing  of  the  Red  Sea 
in  terms  of  a  violent  windstorm  which  occurred  at  the  critical 
moment;  others  theorize  that  a  volcanic  explosion  caused  the 
sea-bottom  to  be  raised  up  and  produced  other  extraordinary 
phenomena,  such  as  the  pillar  of  cloud  and  fire.^^  The  quails 
in  the  wilderness  present  no  great  problem,  for  we  are  told 
that  during  the  course  of  their  migration  northward  in  the 
spring  they  are  numerous  in  the  area  and,  when  exhausted, 
can  easily  be  caught.  Similarly  the  "manna"  from  heaven 
may  have  been  a  honeylike  substance  from  a  kind  of  tama- 
risk tree  that  grows  in  the  region  (Arabs  still  call  it  mun) .  And 
so  on.  These  "explanations"  should  be  taken  with  a  critical 
grain  of  salt.  Historical  criticism  impresses  us  with  the  diffi- 
culty of  reaching  back  through  the  haze  of  the  oral  tradition 
and  reconstructing  what  actually  happened.  It  also  warns 
us  of  the  impossibility  of  sharply  separating  fact  from  inter- 
pretation in  a  literature  concerned  primarily  with  proclaiming 
Israel's  faith. 

Whatever  natural  events  accompanied  the  Exodus  we  may 
be  sure  of  this:  the  book  of  Exodus  is  not  concerned  primarily 
with  telling  about  freakish  natural  events  which  took  place  in 
seeming  disruption  of  what  we  would  call  "natural  law." 
These  stories  were  remembered  not  because  men  were  inter- 
ested in  nature  as  such,  but  because  nature  also  manifested  the 
glory  of  the  God  of  history.  We  find  it  difficult  to  understand 
the  Bible  on  this  matter  because  today  nature  is  something  we 
look  at  "out  there,"  somettimg  we  control  by  means  of  our 
science,  something  which  is  indifferent  to  the  history  in  which 
men  are  involved.  According  to  the  Bible,  however,  nature  is 


^1  On  the  assumption  that  Sinai  at  this  time  was  an  active  volcano,  W.  J. 
Phythian-Adams  (op.  cit.,  pp.  137-172)  rather  fancifully  accounts  for  the  plagues, 
the  cataclysm  of  the  Red  Sea,  the  pillar  of  cloud  and  fire,  and  the  awe-inspiring 
phenomena  experienced  at  the  sacred  mountain. 
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involved  in  history  because  God  is  Lord  of  both  nature  and 
history.  Nature  is,  as  it  were,  a  mirror  which  reflects  the  mean- 
ing of  man's  life  in  history.  This  is  the  case  in  the  book  of 
Exodus.  Stories  which  to  us  seem  to  describe  abnormal  natural 
events  are  really  manifestations  of  the  supreme  miracle :  God's 
saving  activity  in  the  history  of  his  people,  Israel.  God  is 
described  as  fighting  for  Israel  by  using  the  forces  of  nature 
to  protect  and  sustain  his  people  (Exodus  14:25).  Here  is  an 
interpretation  of  history  which  recognizes  that  the  course  of 
events  is  affected  by  something  more  than  natural  or  human 
factors. 

Is  this  miracle  faith  true?  Did  God  speak  to  Moses  and 
did  he  lead  Israel  out  of  Egypt  "with  a  strong  hand"?  This 
question,  as  we  have  said,  lies  beyond  the  boundaries  of  nat- 
ural science  and  historical  inquiry.  It  can  be  answered  only 
by  the  decision  of  faith.  As  Alan  Richardson  reminds  us,  how- 
ever, any  denial  of  the  miracle  faith  of  the  Bible  will  be  made 
from  the  standpoint  of  a  rival  interpretation  of  the  meaning  of 
man's  life,  and  that  interpretation  itself  will  be  based  on  faith, 
not  on  an  impartial  and  neutral  study  of  the  facts.^^  Historical 
criticism  has  clarified  our  problem  by  liberating  us  from  the 
false  notion  that  the  Bible  is  an  accurate  and  infallible  record 
of  the  past,  and  by  helping  us  to  understand  what  the  men  of 
the  Bible  were  saying  when  they  used  the  language  of  miracle. 
It  is  no  longer  necessary  to  choose  between  either  the  Bible 
or  the  assured  conclusions  of  the  natural  sciences.  The  alter- 
native is  the  biblical  understanding  of  man's  history  or  some 
other  view.  Christianity  takes  its  stand  upon  the  conviction 
that  God  manifested  his  love  and  purpose  in  that  unique  series 
of  historical  events  which  began  with  the  Exodus  and  cul- 
minated in  the  coming  of  Jesus  Christ.  This  is  the  miracle 
which  "happened";  and  this  is  the  abiding  experience  of  the 
miracle  stories.  For  in  so  far  as,  by  faith,  we  look  out  upon 
history  from  this  biblical  standpoint,  our  eyes  are  opened 


^^  Christian  Apologetics  (Harper,  1947),  p.  173, 
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to  behold  the  mystery  and  majesty  of  God's  redemptive  love. 
The  miracle  stories  then  occasion  no  difficulty;  in  fact,  they 
express  the  faith  of  one  who  sees  all  of  life  touched  by  divine 
miracle.  As  Elizabeth  Barrett  Browning  writes: 

Earth's  crammed  with  heaven, 
And  every  common  bush  afire  with  God; 
But  only  he  who  sees  takes  off  his  shoes. 


w. 


4 

Israel  Comes  of  Age 


E  HAVE  ALL  had  the  frustrating  experience  of  being  ab- 
sorbed in  a  radio  serial,  only  to  hear  an  announcer  cut  into 
the  story  at  the  moment  of  greatest  expectancy  with  the  abrupt 
announcement:  "Listen  tomorrow,  same  time,  same  station, 
for  the  next  exciting  episode."  We  have  a  similar  feeling  when 
we  come  to  the  end  of  the  first  unit  of  the  Old  Testament,  the 
Pentateuch.  To  be  sure,  the  Jewish  Church  has  said  that  the 
Law  stands  alone  in  sacred  grandeur,  like  the  holy  Mount  Si- 
nai itself.  Ever  since  this  literature  was  canonized  (declared 
sacred  Scripture)  in  about  400  B.C.  it  has  been  first  in  the 
hearts  of  the  Jewish  people,  so  much  so  that  all  other  litera- 
ture has  been  regarded  as  mere  commentary  on  its  meaning. 
Nevertheless  it  is  evident  that  the  Pentateuch  by  itself  is  in- 
complete. It  breaks  off  at  the  moment  of  greatest  expectancy 
in  the  movement  of  the  sacred  drama.  The  book  of  Numbers 
carries  the  story  up  to  the  time  when  the  Israelites  were  poised 
on  the  east  bank  of  the  Jordan  River,  waiting  for  their  great 
"D-Day"  to  arrive.  Deuteronomy,  we  have  noticed,  purports 
to  be  Moses'  final  briefing  of  the  people.  Everything  is  in 
readiness  for  crossing  over  to  possess  the  land  which,  accord- 
ing to  the  book  of  Genesis,  God  had  promised  to  give  his 
chosen  people  in  order  that  they  might  fulfill  their  destiny  in 
history. 

The  story  is  continued  in  a  series  of  historical  books  found 
in  the  second  unit  of  the  Old  Testament:  the  Prophets.  In  the 

Hebrew  Bible  the  canon  of  the  Prophets,  officially  recognized 

64 
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as  sacred  Scripture  in  about  200  B.C.,  is  subdivided  as  fol- 
lows: 

Former  Prophets:     Joshua,  Judges,  I  and  II  Samuel,  I 

and  II  Kings 
Latter  Prophets:      Isaiah,  Jeremiah,  Ezekiel,  the 

"Twelve"    (minor  prophets).^ 

In  this  chapter  we  shall  be  concerned  with  the  "Former 
Prophets."  These  books  carry  the  story,  which  broke  off 
abruptly  at  the  end  of  the  Pentateuch,  from  the  invasion  of 
Canaan  to  the  fall  of  the  nation.  To  fully  appreciate  the  story 
we  must  view  this  cavalcade  of  events  against  the  background 
of  the  larger  international  scene  of  population  movements 
and  imperial  expansion  in  the  Fertile  Crescent.^ 

The  book  of  Joshua  describes  the  conquest  of  Canaan  under 
the  military  leadership  of  Joshua,  a  conquest  which  was  provi- 
dentially possible  because  of  the  weakness  of  Egypt  and  the 
absence  of  interference  from  Mesopotamia.  The  book  of 
Judges  describes  various  episodes  that  took  place  during  the 
period  of  the  settlement  in  Canaan,  when  champions  or 
"judges"  arose  from  time  to  time  to  defend  the  cause  of  Israel 
against  their  enemies.  In  this  period  the  greatest  threat  came 
from  the  Philistines  (see  the  Samson  legends),  a  people  who 
entered  Palestine  as  a  result  of  a  population  upheaval  in  the 
Aegean  world  about  1200  B.C.  and  who  by  1050  B.C.  had 
expanded  from  their  base  on  the  coastal  plain  throughout  much 
of  Palestine.  The  books  of  Samuel  describe  the  founding  of  the 
Hebrew  monarchy  in  this  crisis,  and  tell  how  David  was  able 
both  to  push  the  Philistines  back  against  the  Mediterranean 
Sea  and  to  build  up  a  vast,  though  temporary,  Israelite  em- 
pire. Finally,  the  books  of  Kings,  after  describing  Solomon 
in  all  his  imperial  glory,  tell  how  the  empire  fell  apart  after 


1  Notice  that  in  the  New  Testament  (for  instance,  Matthew  5:17)  "the  Law 
and  the  Prophets"  is  a  designation  of  the  two  major  units  of  Jewish  Scripture. 

2  The  fascinating  account  is  admirably  presented  by  T.  H.  Robinson  in  A 
History  of  Israel  (Oxford,  1932),  Vol.  I:  "From  the  Exodus  to  the  Fall  of 
Jerusalem,  586  B.C." 
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Solomon's  death,  being  split  into  two  rival  kingdoms  which 
continued  their  troubled  independent  existence  until  first  the 
Northern  Kingdom  was  destroyed  by  Assyrian  invasion  (722 
B.C.)  and  later  the  Southern  Kingdom  was  conquered  by 
Babylonians  who  carried  away  the  cream  of  the  population 
into  exile  (586  B.C.) .  Thus  these  books  deal  with  Israel's  com- 
ing to  the  maturity  of  nationhood  through  the  acquisition  of 
a  land,  the  establishment  of  self-government,  and  participa- 
tion in  the  political  rivalries  of  the  ancient  world. 

The  Immorality  of  Scripture 

The  modern  reader  finds  this  phase  of  the  biblical  drama 
very  difficult.  This  is  not  because  the  books  present  us  with  a 
dry-as-dust  chronicle  of  the  past.  Actually  all  the  narratives 
are  governed  by  a  religious  theme,  especially  as  a  result  of 
Deuteronomic  editing  of  the  traditions.  Nor  is  it  because  the 
stories  are  uninteresting.  With  the  exception  of  a  few  passages 
— like  Joshua's  allotment  of  the  tribal  territories  or  the  speci- 
fications of  Solomon's  Temple — ^these  stories  are  vivid  and  ex- 
citing and  have  provided  the  dramatic  motifs  for  artistic  works 
such  as  Samson  and  Delilah,  Browning's  Saul,  and  Mendels- 
sohn's Elijah.  The  real  obstacle  is  that  measured  by  the  stand- 
ards of  our  age  many  of  the  stories  seem  to  be  so  crudely 
primitive,  so  downright  immoral.  We  find  it  hard  to  justify 
Joshua's  merciless  annihilation  of  whole  cities  to  the  last  man, 
woman,  and  child  in  the  name  of  the  Lord.  The  Song  of  Deb- 
orah (Judges  5)  seems  to  express  fierce  delight  in  the  ham- 
mer-murder of  the  Canaanite  Sisera  by  the  hand  of  a  woman, 
the  pathos  of  which  is  heightened  by  the  description  of  a  sol- 
dier's mother  waiting  for  a  son  who  would  never  return.  Sam- 
son's amours  and  exploits  among  the  Philistines  make  inter- 
esting reading  but  seem  no  more  inspiring  than  the  feats  of 
Tarzan.  And  what  can  one  say  in  defense  of  the  prophet  Sam- 
uel who,  when  Saul  showed  mercy  on  an  Amalekite  king, 
hunted  down  the  enemy  in  the  sanctuary  itself  and  "hewed 
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Agag  in  pieces  before  the  Lord"?  The  list  of  objectionable 
passages  is  a  long  one.  Moreover,  our  problem  is  accentuated 
by  the  consideration  that  when  Jesus  said  he  came  not  to 
destroy  but  to  fulfill  the  "Prophets,"  his  words  had  reference 
to  the  whole  prophetic  canon,  including  these  objectionable 
books  of  the  Former  Prophets. 

Our  problem  is  not  a  new  one.  Actually  it  is  as  old  as  Christi- 
anity itself.  The  Christian  Church  treasured  the  Scriptures  of 
the  Jewish  people  not  because  of  their  lofty  moral  character, 
but  because  of  the  conviction  that  the  sacred  drama  inaug- 
urated at  the  time  of  the  call  of  Israel  had  come  to  its  climax 
in  the  career  of  Jesus  Christ.  A  serious  attempt  to  discard  the 
Old  Testament  in  the  second  century  was  put  down  as  hereti- 
cal for  this  very  reason,  as  we  shall  see  in  chapter  7.  Neverthe- 
less, intelligent  Christians  who  came  into  the  Church  from  a 
Gentile  background  continued  to  find  many  passages  of  the 
Old  Testament  puzzling  and  repulsive.  This  was  true  above  all 
in  the  case  of  Origen  of  Alexandria,  a  keen  Christian  thinker 
who  wrote  many  sermons  and  commentaries  on  biblical  books 
in  the  first  half  of  the  third  century  a.d.  As  Fosdick  says :  "No 
modern  ever  recognized  more  clearly  or  handled  more  frankly 
than  he  did  the  fact  that  the  Old  Testament  contains  ideas, 
laws,  customs,  and  ideals  which  cannot  stand  the  test  of  de- 
veloped thought  and  morals."  ^ 

The  ancient  way  out  of  this  dilemma,  and  one  which  was 
vigorously  defended  by  Origen  and  his  school,  was  through 
allegory.  God  has  put  many  puzzling  and  seemingly  naughty 
tilings  into  Scripture,  said  Origen,  for  the  purpose  of  stimu- 
lating the  intelligent  mind  to  look  for  the  allegorical  meaning, 
the  mystic  significance  hidden  beneath  the  surface  of  the  let- 
ter. Perhaps  Origen's  most  famous  example  of  allegory  is  his 
treatment  of  the  story  of  the  Israelite  spies  who  were  given 
hospitality  by  a  prostitute,  Rahab  (Joshua  2).  Taken  by  itself 
the  story  is  not  particularly  edifying,  but  Origen  ingeniously 

^The  Modern  Use  of  the  Bible  (Macmillan,  1929),  p.  74.  All  of  chapter  3 
is  valuable  in  this  connection. 
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extracted  from  it  a  profound  meaning:  the  red  cord  which 
Rahab  was  instructed  to  hang  from  her  window  represents  the 
saving  blood  of  Christ;  and  the  fact  that  this  signal  was  to 
guarantee  protection  to  Rahab's  household  indicates  that  only 
in  the  household  of  the  faithful,  the  Church,  is  there  salvation 
through  Christ's  blood.  Just  as  the  Greeks  found  Greek  phi- 
losophy in  the  Homeric  literature  by  allegorizing  the  shocking 
loves  and  quarrels  of  the  gods,  just  as  Hindus  found  in  the  sto- 
ries of  Lord  Krishna's  promiscuous  relations  with  the  cow- 
girls an  allegory  of  the  soul's  longing  for  union  with  Brahma, 
so  also  Christians  were  able  to  satisfy  their  conscience  and 
intelligence  by  seeking  out  the  hidden  sense,  moral  and  spirit- 
ual, which  is  veiled  in  the  figurative  language  of  Scripture.* 

This  solution  of  the  problem  satisfied  the  brilliant  mind  of 
Augustine  (see  his  Confessions  VI,  4)  and  dominated  most  of 
the  medieval  period.  It  had  the  advantage  of  enabling  intelli- 
gent people  to  revere  the  Scriptures  as  the  Word  of  God  and 
to  make  the  Bible  relevant  for  their  living.  Christian  allego- 
rists  rightly  recognized  that  the  Bible  is  a  unity,  and  that  the 
Christian  must  interpret  the  Old  Testament  in  the  light  of  the 
New.  Moreover,  their  flexible  and  imaginative  treatment  of 
Scripture  is  a  pleasing  relief  from  the  wooden  literalism  which 
too  often  plagues  the  Church.  We,  however,  can  no  longer  use 
this  method  of  interpretation  in  good  conscience.  For  one 
thing,  allegory  is  really  a  disguised  form  of  biblical  literalism, 
the  assumption  being  that  if  God  dictated  the  words  they  must 
have  a  hidden  divine  meaning.  This  view  of  the  content  of 
revelation  is  no  longer  tenable  in  the  light  of  historical  criti- 
cism and  the  best  Christian  theology.  Moreover,  it  can  scarcely 
be  denied  that  allegory  actually  reads  meaning  into  the  bibli- 
cal text,  meaning  which  was  never  intended,  as  in  the  case  of 
Origen's  allegory  concerning  Rahab.  Using  this  method,  the 


*  The  Song  of  Songs  presents  an  illustration  of  allegorical  interpretation. 
These  sensuous  love  lyrics  were  given  a  place  in  Scripture  because  Jews  found 
in  them  an  allegory  of  God's  love  for  Israel,  and  because  Christians  found  in 
them  an  allegory  of  Christ's  love  for  his  Church. 
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Bible  can  be  made  to  say  anything.  We  know  too  well  that 
many  biblical  interpreters  of  our  day  are  ventriloquists,  as  it 
were,  who  cleverly  project  their  own  words  into  Scripture 
_and  give  the  impression  that  their  opinions  are  the  Word  of_ 
God.  Thus  it  has  become  proverbial  that  "the  Bible  prove^ 
anything."  From  this  kind  of  fanciful  and  subjective  interpre- 
tation we  seek  to  be  delivered.  The  prerequisite  for  hearing 
God's  Word  in  the  Bible,  rather  than  our  own  prejudice,  is  the 
recovery  of  the  historical  sense  of  a  given  passage  of  Scrip- 
ture. 

This  modem  attitude  toward  the  Bible  has  been  profoundly 
influenced  by  Luther  and  Calvin.  Both  of  these  Reformers  con- 
demned allegory  in  the  strongest  terms.  They  never  intended 
that  the  right  of  every  individual  to  read  the  Bible  should  mean 
that  the  individual  has  the  right  to  stand  in  judgment  upon 
Scripture  or  to  make  the  Bible  accord  with  his  own  private  in- 
terpretation; rather,  they  insisted  that  every  individual  must 
make  a  personal  response  to  God's  Word  which  is  contained 
in  Scripture.  He  must  hear  the  Word  that  stands  in  judgment 
upon  him.  Therefore  the  Reformers  insisted  upon  recovering 
the  one  original  meaning  of  a  Scriptural  passage  and  letting 
the  Bible  speak  for  itself.  Luther,  for  instance,  wrote  these 
words  which  might  have  been  written  by  any  modem  biblical 
critic: 

It  is  necessary  if  one  will  understand  the  prophecy,  to  know  what 
the  situation  was  in  the  land,  what  events  were  happening,  what  the 
people  thought,  what  the  relationships  were  which  they  sustained  to 
their  neighbors,  friends,  and  foes,  and  especially  what  their  attitude 
was  toward  their  God  and  toward  his  prophets.^ 

Biblical  criticism  of  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  centur- 
ies has  contributed  immeasurably  to  the  fulfillment  of  this 
ambition  which  the  Reformers  could  never  attain  completely 
due  to  the  limitations  of  their  period.  We  can  now  read  the 
Bible  with  a  fairly  thorough  understanding  of  the  human  sit- 


5  Quoted  by  Fosdick,  op.  cit.,  p.  87. 
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uation  in  which  men  heard  God's  Word  and  can  come  much 
closer  to  a  knowledge  of  the  original  meaning  of  the  biblical 
writer.  But  this  knowledge  has  only  magnified  our  problem: 
how  can  we  read  this  literature  for  our  inspiration  and  profit 
when  so  many  passages  contain  coarse  ideas  and  repulsive 
immoralities? 

For  the  modern  age  the  problem  is  made  even  more  acute 
for  another  reason:  we  tend  to  identify  morality  with  religion, 
or,  more  accurately,  modem  man's  faith  is  devotion  to  certain 
moral  values.  Matthew  Arnold's  definition  of  religion  as 
"morality  tinged  with  emotion"  has  won  the  assent  of  many 
Americans  who  have  drifted  away  from  Christian  theology, 
but  have  adhered  to  its  moral  by-products.  Many  have  said 
that  their  "Christianity"  consists  of  being  a  good  sport,  giv- 
ing the  other  fellow  a  "break,"  and  being  a  respectable  citizen 
who  lives  according  to  the  Golden  Rule.  Consequently,  in 
colloquial  usage  "Christian"  has  come  to  mean  "a  decent, 
civilized,  or  presentable  person"  (see  Webster's  Collegiate 
Dictionary).  Indeed,  some  suggest  that  the  solution  to  the 
world's  problems  lies  in  burying  the  dead  theologies  which  in 
the  past  have  led  to  dissension,  and  spreading  abroad  a  re- 
ligion of  kindness  and  goodwill.  Whoever  wrote  the  following 
words  has  given  simple  expression  to  the  prevailing  moralism: 

I  have  no  need  of  any  creeds, 

They  but  confuse  the  mind. 

For  all  the  creed  this  old  world  needs, 

Is^that  of  being  kind. 

Having  this  attitude,  many  people  adopt  a  kind  of  pick-and- 
choose  approach  to  the  Bible,  especially  the  Old  Testament. 
The  Latter  Prophets  seem  to  talk  the  modem  language,  inas- 
much as  they  thundered  against  the  social  vices  of  their  day 
and  demanded  social  justice.  But  the  books  of  Joshua,  Judges, 
Samuel,  and  Kings  are  frowned  upon  because  of  their  shock- 
ing barbarism. 

Lest  there  be  any  misunderstanding  of  what  follows,  let  us 
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recognize  that  the  Bible  gives  a  certain  support  to  the  concern 
for  "moral  values."  In  other  religions  of  antiquity,  religion  did 
not  necessarily  produce  the  fruits  of  ethical  conduct.  The 
gods  were  often  regarded  as  capricious  beings  who  had  to  be 
propitiated  by  the  proper  performance  of  the  right  ceremonies. 
This  view,  which  reduced  religion  to  a  form  of  magic,  was 
vehemently  attacked  by  the  prophets  who  proclaimed  God's 
sovereignty  over  the  whole  of  life,  especially  in  the  area  of 
human  relationships  (see  Amos  5:21-24;  Isaiah  1:1-20). 
Obedience  to  God,  they  said,  does  not  mean  the  performance 
of  magical  rituals  or  the  visiting  of  sacred  shrines;  rather  it 
means  caring  for  the  orphan  and  widow  in  their  affliction  and 
ordering  the  society  of  Israel  in  such  a  manner  that  every  in- 
dividual may  have  a  place  of  dignity  in  the  community.  Thus 
in  Israel's  faith  religion  and  morality  were  inseparable.  But 
to  say  that  they  were  inseparable  is  quite  another  thing  than 
saying  tliat  they  were  identical.  A  morally  good  person  is  not 
necessarily  a  God-fearing  man  (he  may  be  like  Oliver  Alden 
in  George  Santayana's  The  Last  Puritan)  and,  vice  versa,  a 
God-fearing  man  may  be  "immoral"  in  the  eyes  of  his  con- 
temporaries.®  Therefore  we  must  seek  for  an  understanding  of 
the  biblical  message  which  on  the  one  hand  does  not  deny  its 
social  relevance,  and  on  the  other  hand  does  not  leave  us  with 
a  watered-down  moralisra.  Specifically,  we  must  inquire  into 
the  meaning  of  "faith"  and  "sin,"  two  words  whose  usage  is 
controlled  by  the  basic  concept  of  the  Bible :  the  Covenant. 

The  Faith  of  the  Covenant 

The  unfortunate  translation  "Testament,"  with  which  we 
are  familiar  in  the  titles  of  the  two  major  sections  of  the 
Christian  Bible,  conceals  from  many  of  us  the  underlying  con- 
ception of  "covenant,"  which  is  a  more  accurate  rendering  of 
the  Hebrew  and  Greek  words.  One  theme  runs  throughout  the 

®  See  the  essay  by  S.  Kierkegaard,  Fear  and  Trembling,  which  illustrates  this 
point  by  a  kind  of  poetic  treatment  of  the  story  of  Abraham's  sacrifice. 
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whole  Bible:  Israel  is  the  people  of  the  Covenant.  The  Bible 
is  the  book  of  two  covenants:  the  Old  Covenant  and  the  New 
Covenant,  the  Covenant  of  Sinai  and  the  Covenant  sealed  at 
Calvary. 

According  to  the  present  arrangement  of  the  Pentateuchal 
narratives,  all  the  early  stories  of  Genesis  point  toward  God's 
covenant  with  Abraham,  and  this  in  turn  is  treated  as  a  pre- 
view of  the  main  covenant  at  Sinai.  We  have  already  observed, 
however,  that  the  narratives  of  Genesis  are  governed  by  a 
religious  viewpoint  which  has  been  projected  backward  upon 
the  patriarchal  period.  Historically  the  Covenant  was  first 
made  at  Sinai  after  the  miraculous  deliverance  from  Egypt. 

The  ceremony  of  the  making  of  the  Covenant  is  described 
vividly  in  Exodus  24.  Animals  were  sacrificed  on  an  altar  at 
the  base  of  the  mountain.  Half  the  blood  was  sprinkled  on  the 
altar  (a  representation  of  Yahweh's  participation),  and  the 
other  half  was  dashed  out  upon  the  assembled  people.  Thus 
"the  blood  of  the  Covenant"  sacramentally  joined  together 
God  and  his  people  in  close  relationship.  The  story  contains 
elements  which  suggest  that  the  account  is  substantially  accu- 
rate as  a  description  of  this  dramatic  moment  in  the  Mosaic 
period.  However,  the  fact  that  the  Covenant  is  central  in  all 
the  sources — J,  E,  D,  and  P — indicates  that  we  are  dealing 
not  with  the  mere  chronicling  of  a  distant  event  but  with  an 
experience  which  was  a  vital  part  of  the  ongoing  life  of  the 
chosen  people.  Each  generation  could  testify  with  a  Deutero- 
nomic  writer: 

The  Lord  made  not  this  covenant  with  our  fathers,  but  with  us, 
even  us,  who  are  all  of  us  here  alive  this  day. 

— Deuteronomy  5:3 

This  covenant  between  God  and  his  people  has  several 
important  characteristics.  In  the  first  place,  it  was  not  a 
natural  relationship ;  rather,  it  was  a  relationship  entered  into 
by  decision.  Perhaps  we  can  see  the  difference  if  the  natural 
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relationship  which  results  from  being  bom  into  a  family  is 
compared  with  the  relationship  which  exists  on  entering 
marriage.  In  the  former  case  biological  (that  is,  natural) 
factors  beyond  the  child's  control  are  determinative,  and  un- 
less the  child  is  an  orphan  it  is  impossible  for  him  to  imagine 
a  time  when  a  natural  relationship  with  parents  did  not  exist. 
In  the  latter  case,  however,  two  young  people  leave  their 
natural  relationships  and  on  the  basis  of  free  decision  create 
a  new  home.  Thus  marriage,  at  its  deepest  level,  is  a  cove- 
nant— a  relationship  based  upon  commitment,  trust,  and 
loyalty  "till  death  us  do  part."  Similarly  in  the  case  of  Israel : 
the  Covenant  was  freely  entered  into  at  a  particular  historic 
moment  and  became  the  beginning  of  Israel's  history,  the  time 
of  her  creation  as  a  historical  people.  It  was  not  a  matter  of 
continuing  in  a  natural  relationship  which  had  existed  all  the 
while;  rather,  it  was  a  matter  of  God's  choice  and  Israel's 
response  at  a  definite  moment.  Like  Abraham,  who  left  his 
native  country  and  kindred  (his  natural  environment)  and 
faithfully  responded  to  God's  call  to  go  into  a  new  country, 
Israel  also  severed  previous  loyalties  and  made  her  supreme 
decision  of  faith. 

Again,  this  was  an  exclusive  relationship.  Israel  was  to 
worship  God  alone  according  to  the  special  Name  which  he 
had  disclosed  to  Moses  (Exodus  3:15;  6:3).^  Loyalty  in 
personal  relationships  is  inescapably  narrowing.  Some  time 
ago  there  was  current  a  popular  song  to  the  effect  that  "you 
can't  marry  ten  pretty  girls"  for  "your  heart  picks  one."  Like- 


'' According  to  Semitic  idiom,  a  person's  name  is  filled  with  his  inner  self; 
therefore,  to  know  the  personal  name  is  to  enter  into  relation  with  another.  The 
religious  meaning  of  the  disclosure  of  the  sacred  Name  can  be  seen  within  this 
Semitic  context.  Notice  that  E  and  P,  both  of  which  stress  the  introduction 
of  the  new  Name  in  the  Mosaic  period  (see  page  54) ,  do  not  suggest  that  Israel 
began  to  worship  a  new  deity,  for  Yahweh  is  actually  "the  God  of  the  fathers" 
and  the  Lord  of  history;  rather,  the  new  name  symbolizes  God's  unique  revela- 
tion to  Israel,  his  special  claim  upon  the  people  created  by  his  saving  acts.  For 
a  discussion  of  the  historical  question  as  to  the  origin  of  the  Name  itself,  see 
T.  J.  Meek,  Hebrew  Origins  (Harper,  1950),  pp.  92-118. 
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wise,  in  Israel's  case,  commitment  involved  a  narrowing  of 
loyalty.  God  had  "picked"  Israel  and,  in  grateful  response, 
Israel  had  "picked"  God.  Henceforth  he  was  to  be  the  only 
center  of  her  allegiance,  and  her  destiny  was  to  be  realized 
in  serving  and  glorifying  him  alone.  So  Israel's  first  com- 
mandment was  "thou  shalt  have  no  other  gods  before  me." 
For  this  reason,  Yahweh  is  described  frequently  as  a  "jealous" 
God,  the  God  who  will  tolerate  no  other  rivals  for  Israel's 
loyalty  (see  Exodus  34:14).  He  was  to  be  Israel's  God,  and 
Israel  was  to  be  his  faithful  people. 

Finally,  Israel  was  to  acknowledge  God's  lordship  over  her 
life  by  giving  him  her  complete  obedience.  According  to  the 
traditions  now  preserved  in  the  book  of  Exodus,  the  Covenant 
was  made  on  the  basis  of  God's  law.  "All  that  the  Lord  hath 
said  will  we  do,  and  be  obedient,"  said  the  people  in  chorus 
as  they  participated  in  the  covenant  ceremony  (Exodus  24: 
3-8).  Scholars  are  agreed  that  not  all  of  the  laws  now  found 
in  Exodus  come  from  the  Mosaic  period.  Many  reflect  the  cir- 
cumstances of  a  later  period  in  the  land  of  Canaan  and  show 
the  influence  of  patterns  of  law  which  the  Israelites  borrowed 
from  their  neighbors.  Probably,  however,  a  summary  of  God's 
requirements  upon  his  people  was  a  part  of  the  covenant 
tradition  from  the  earliest  times,  and  it  may  be,  as  some 
scholars  argue,  that  the  Ten  Commandments  (in  shorter  form) 
were  issued  by  Moses.  In  any  case,  on  God's  part  the  giving 
of  the  Law  signified  his  jealous  demand  upon  the  total  alle- 
giance of  his  people.  There  v/as  to  be  no  division  between 
"sacred"  and  "secular."  Every  aspect  of  Israel's  life — cultic 
and  civil,  social  and  personal — ^was  to  be  ordered  according 
to  his  demand,  as  one  can  see  from  reading  the  Covenant  Code 
(Exodus  20:22 — 23:33).  And  on  Israel's  part  acceptance  of 
the  divine  law  was  to  signify  the  spontaneous  expression  of 
an  inner  bond  which  united  the  people,  collectively  and  indi- 
vidually, to  Yahweh.  This  ideal,  however,  proved  too  difficult 
for  Israel  to  realize.  Eventually  Jeremiah,  disillusioned  over 
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a  later  attempt  to  legislate  faith  in  God,  looked  toward  the 
time  when  God  would  make  a  New  Covenant — one  in  which 
there  would  be  an  inward  and  spontaneous  acknowledgment 
of  God's  sovereignty  over  the  whole  of  life,  and  one  which 
therefore  would  truly  fulfill  the  original  meaning  of  the 
Mosaic  covenant  (see  Jeremiah  31:31-34).  As  R.  B.  Y.  Scott 
rightly  observes,  Jeremiah  learned  like  Paul  that  what  the 
Law  could  not  do,  God  could  and  ultimately  would  do.  Thus 
the  deepest  insights  of  the  Old  Testament  point  toward  their 
fulfillment  in  the  Christ  who  came,  as  he  said,  not  to  destroy 
but  to  fulfill  the  Law  (Matthew  5:17). 

The  Bible,  then,  applies  the  word  covenant  to  that  depth 
of  personal,  historical  experience  which  is  the  meeting  place 
between  man  and  God.  Speaking  in  the  first  person,  God 
addresses  man  in  personal  terms:  ^7  am  the  Lord,  thy  God, 
who  brought  thee  up  out  of  the  land  of  Egypt;  thou  shalt 
have  no  other  gods  before  me."  ^  It  is  in  the  context  of  this 
divine-human  relationship  that  we  must  understand  the  mean- 
ing of  the  important  biblical  words:  faith  and  sin.  For  the 
men  of  the  Bible  faith  means  the  trustful  acceptance  of  God's 
sovereignty,  glad  obedience  of  his  will,  faithfulness  to  his 
covenant.  And  sin  is  the  very  opposite:  it  is  the  rejection  of 
God's  claim  to  rule  supreme  in  the  heart,  it  is  deliberate 
rebellion  and  disobedience,  it  is  unfaithfulness  to  his  cove- 
nant. Sin  is  not  so  much  the  transgression  of  specific  moral 
laws  (that  may  be  involved)  as  it  is  the  denial  of  God's  right 
to  give  the  law  and  exert  his  sway  over  every  aspect  of  life. 
This  matter  is  put  forcefully  by  D.  R.  Davies,  who  compares 
sin  in  the  religious  life  to  treason  in  the  political  sphere.^ 
When  a  man  breaks  the  laws  of  the  state,  he  does  not  lose  his 
citizenship.  "He  remains  a  citizen,  however  many  the  laws 
he  breaks,  so  long  as  he  recognizes  the  state  and  its  right  to 
make  laws,  whether  he  obeys  them  or  not.  But  when  he  pro- 

8  See  Martin  Buber,  I  and  Thou  (Clark,  1937). 

^  Down  Peacock's  Feathers  (Macmillan,  1946),  p.  49.  This  book  is  an  excel- 
lent exposition  of  tbe  prayer  of  General  Confession. 
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ceeds  to  challenge  the  right  to  power  of  the  state,  he  is  chal- 
lenging the  very  foundations  on  which  both  state  and  law  rest, 
and  there  is  a  qualitative  difference  between  that  action  and 
his  violations  of  the  law.  It  is  the  difference  between  crime 
and  treason."  So,  as  Davies  observes,  sin  is  treason,  not  crime. 
It  is  the  willful  repudiation  of  the  sovereignty  of  God  whose 
will  is  the  basis  of  law  and  order  within  the  covenanted  com- 
munity. It  is  not  so  much  breaking  a  law  as  breaking  a 
relationship. 

We  can  best  understand  the  biblical  language  concerning 
faith  and  sin  in  terms  of  our  own  personal  encounter  with  God 
in  moments  of  worship.  As  Christians  we  do  not  pray  to  a 
God  who,  like  "Uncle  Sam,"  is  only  an  imaginative  person- 
alization of  our  social  ideals.  Rather,  when  we  express  our 
faith  we  acknowledge  a  genuine  personal  relationship  into 
which  God  has  graciously  invited  us.  We  know  that  we  are 
his  creatures  who  are  dependent  upon  him.  We  say  and  sing 
that  we  rely  on  him,  that  we  trust  in  him  more  than  any  other 
person,  and  that  our  hearts  are  restless  until  they  find  rest 
in  him.  And  likewise  when  we  confess  our  sin  we  do  not  say 
that  we  have  violated  moral  values,  or  ethical  standards,  or 
the  code  of  human  decency.  Obviously  these  things  make  our 
estrangement  from  God  externally  visible.  Fundamentally, 
however,  we  say  that  we  have  broken  our  relationship  with 
God.  "Against  thee,  thee  only  have  I  sinned  and  done  this 
evil  in  thy  sight"  (Psalm  51:4) — so  runs  the  deepest  cry  of 
the  human  spirit.  In  the  strict  sense,  there  is  no  sin  where 
there  is  no  faith  relationship,  even  though  there  may  be  the 
moral  evil  of  which  most  people  are  aware.  Sin  presupposes  a 
personal  relationship  with  God,  in  the  light  of  which  one 
discerns  the  true  character  of  social  acts.  It  is  necessary  to 
put  the  accent  in  the  right  place  if  we  are  to  deal  with  the 
problem  which  we  have  raised  in  this  chapter. 
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History  Viewed  from  Within  the  Covenant 

It  is  from  the  viewpoint  of  this  personal  relationship  be- 
tween God  and  his  people  that  the  books  of  Joshua,  Judges, 
Samuel,  and  Kings  recall  the  past.  These  books,  edited  at  the 
end  of  a  tumultuous  history  which  issued  finally  in  the  destruc- 
tion of  the  nation,  raised  the  question:  what  does  the  past 
say  to  us  now  about  the  meaning  of  the  present  and  the  pros- 
pect for  tomorrow?  The  question  was  answered  by  an  inter- 
pretation based  on  the  Covenant :  faithfulness  to  God  is  Israel's 
security  and  salvation;  rebellion  against  God's  lordship  in- 
evitably brings  ruin.  History,  therefore,  is  the  scene  in  which 
God  confronts  man  in  acts  of  judgment  and  mercy.  From  this 
standpoint,  the  past  was  viewed  as  a  long  series  of  "ups  and_ 
downs,"  moments  of  faith  and  periods  of  rebellion.  The  book_ 
of  Joshua  opens  with  the  reminder  that  success  in  the  land  of 
Canaan  depends  not  primarily  on  military  might  but  on  hum- 
ble and  faithful  obedience  to  God's  will.  But  so  alluring  were 
the  temptations  in  the  new  land  that  just  before  his  death 
Joshua  found  it  necessary  to  summon  all  Israel  to  renew  their 
covenant  with  Yahweh  (Joshua  24).  The  book  of  Judges  in 
its  present  Deuteronomic  edition  describes  the  history  of  the 
period  as  a  rhythm  of  rebellion  against,  and  return  to,  the  God 
of  the  Covenant  (2:11-3:6).  A  tradition  in  I  Samuel  regards 
the  founding  of  the  monarchy  as  Israel's  rejection  of  God's 
kingship — an  act  which  led  to  the  later  tyranny  of  kings  and 
to  Israel's  feverish  participation  in  power  politics  (I  Samuel 
8;  cf.  Hosea  8:4;  13:9-11).  And  in  the  books  of  Kings  every 
king  is  measured  in  terms  of  whether  or  not  he  gave  exclusive 
loyalty  to  Yahweh,  as  this  was  understood  by  Judean  editors 
(see,  for  example,  I  Kings  16:21-28). 

In  a  strict  sense,  this  kind  of  historical  writing  is  inaccurate 
in  important  details.  On  critical  grounds  we  know  that  Joshua's 
conquest  of  Canaan  was  not  a  swift  blitzkrieg  which  put  him  in 
control  of  the  whole  land.  The  account  of  the  crossing  of  the 
Jordan  River  and  the  walls  of  Jericho  that  "came  tumbling 


78  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

down"  at  the  shout  of  Israel  is  unquestionably  a  heightened 
version  of  the  event  itself.^"  We  know  that  the  "judges"  did 
not  follow  one  another  in  succession  as  rulers  over  a  united 
Israel,  and  there  is  evidence  in  I  Samuel  that  Samuel  gave 
prophetic  support  to  the  founding  of  the  monarchy,  rather  than 
opposing  it  on  the  grounds  that  Israel  was  rejecting  God's 
kingship.  Moreover,  in  the  books  of  Kings  important  rulers, 
like  Omri  and  Jeroboam  II,  are  passed  over  with  a  brevity 
which  is  out  of  proportion  to  their  historical  significance.  The 
person  who  wants  to  know  the  facts  concerning  the  reign  of  a 
king  is  referred  to  the  royal  archives.  So  the  resume  of  the 
reign  of  a  king  of  Israel  or  Judah  invariably  ends  with  this 
'formula :  "Now  the  rest  of  the  acts  of  [the  king] ,  and  all  that 
he  did,  are  they  not  written  in  the  books  of  the  chronicles  of 
the  kings  of  Israel  [or  of  Judah]?"  (I  Kings  16:27,  and  so 
on).  In  this  way  the  writers  plainly  say  that  they  are  not 
concerned  with  colorless  facts,  but  with  the  interpretation 
of  Israel's  history  in  terms  of  the  key  categories  of  faith  and 
sin.  The  only  "history"  which  matters  to  these  writers  is  the 
history  of  God  in  relation  to  Israel  and  Israel  in  relation  to 
God.  For  them,  history  is  not  the  scene  of  mere  human 
striving;  it  is  the  arena  where  God  is  continually  meeting;  his 
people  in  crises  that  have  as  their  meaning,  "Give  in,  and 
admit  that  I  am  God"  (Psalm  46:10;  MofFatt  translation)." 
This  is  interpreted  history,  but  that  does  not  necessarily 
condemn  it,  even  though  certain  facts  are  neglected  or  glossed 
over.  Anyone  who  writes  history  will  have  to  interpret;  he 
will  select  some  facts  and  neglect  others  according  to  the 

10  Archaeologists  have  excavated  Jericho  and  have  found  in  the  walls  of  the 
ruined  city  evidences  of  earthquake  activity  which  is  not  unusual  in  the  geo- 
logical fault  of  this  region.  It  seems,  then,  that  seismic  disturbance  may  have 
dammed  up  the  Jordan  allowing  the  Israelites  to  cross  on  dry  land,  and  also  that 
an  earthquake  ruined  the  city  allowing  the  Israelites  to  take  possession  easily. 
Our  approach  to  this  miracle,  however,  would  be  the  same  as  the  treatment  of 
the  Red  Sea  in  the  previous  chapter. 

11  This  dynamic  (and,  as  we  shall  see,  prophetic)  interpretation  of  history 
lies  behind  the  somewhat  static  framework  of  the  Deuteronomic  historians  who 
are  governed  by  a  legalistic  point  of  view,  to  be  discussed  in  chapter  6. 
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pattern  of  meaning  he  sees  in  the  past.  This  is  just  as  true 
with  modern  history  books  as  it  was  in  the  case  of  Joshua, 
Judges,  Samuel,  and  Kings.  The  question  of  the  meaning  of 
the  past  is  answerable  only  from  a  point  of  view  taken  in  the 
present,  whether  it  be  the  conviction  that  the  past  was  a  long 
preparation  for  a  democratic  way  of  life,  or  the  belief  that 
history  is  the  scene  of  a  class  conflict  which  some  day  will  be 
resolved  in  a  Communist  Utopia.  Let  us  be  fair  to  the  Hebrew 
historians  even  though  we  may  question  the  adequacy  of  their 
point  of  view.  They  were  not  concerned  primarily  with  setting 
forth  moral  principles,  social  ideals,  or  new  ideas  about  God. 
They  were  concerned  with  proclaiming  the  truth  that  history  is 
the  scene  of  the  making  and  breaking  of  the  Covenant.  It  is 
the  arena  of  a  continuing  encounter  with  the  God  who  says 
to  his  people: 

I  call  heaven  and  earth  to  record  this  day  against  you,  that  I  have 
set  before  you  life  and  death,  blessing  and  cursing:  therefore  choose 
life,  that  both  thou  and  thy  seed  may  live:  that  thou  mayest  love  the 
Lord  thy  God  and  that  thou  mayest  obey  his  voice,  and  that  thou 
mayest  cleave  unto  him:  for  he  is  thy  life,  and  the  length  of  thy  days. 

—Deuteronomy  30:19-20 

Llere  is  the  testimony  that  man  finds  "life,"  that  is,  the  true 
meaning  of  his  history,  in  a  personal  relation  to  the  Lord  of 
History.  In  God  there  is  blessing  and  salvation;  separated 
from  him  man's  days  become  a  curse  and  a  futility.  In  the 
crises  of  the  twentieth  century  many  people  are  finding  that 
indeed  this  is  the  only  truth  of  history  that  matters. 

Revelation  Within  the  Limitations  of  History 

In  the  preceding  section  we  have  viewed  the  history  of  Israel 
in  terms  of  the  chief  category  of  the  Bible:  God's  Covenant 
with  his  people.  Faith,  we  have  seen,  is  not  devotion  to  moral 
values  or  ideal  social  ends,  as  in  modern  humanism;  it  is 
personal  acknowledgment  of  God's  sovereignty,  and  sur- 
render to  his  demand.  Such  faith  finds  expression  in  "good 
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works,"  to  use  New  Testament  language.  On  the  other  hand, 
sin  is  not  immorality  or  the  commission  of  social  crimes; 
it  is  rebellion  against  God's  lordship — a  traitorous  rebellion 
against  the  covenant  obligation,  which  often  results  in  the 
violation  of  the  moral  code.  Now  we  are  in  a  position  to  deal 
more  fairly  with  the  so-called  barbarities  and  crudities  which 
offend  our  moral  sensitivity  as  we  read  the  Old  Testament. 
What  should  we  say  about  the  savage  wars  of  conquest  that 
entrenched  Israel  in  the  land  of  Canaan?  Was  God  actually  a 
"man  of  war"  who  led  the  armies  to  victory  and  even  punished 
Israelites  when  they  failed  to  annihilate  the  enemies  ruth- 
lessly? These  are  practical  questions,  for  some  of  us  have 
heard  people  attempt  to  justify  modern  offensive  war  or  the 
use  of  the  atomic  bomb  by  appealing  to  divine  precedents  in 
the  Old  Testament. 

Let  us  keep  in  mind  a  basic  point  in  biblical  theology: 
God's  revelation  takes  place  in  history  and  therefore  is  sub- 
ject to  the  limitations  of  history  itself.  Previously  we  have 
questioned  the  notion  that  revelation  consisted  in  the  trans- 
ference of  God's  ideas  to  man  through  some  private  "pipe- 
line," or  the  mechanical  taking  of  Scriptural  notes  at  divine 
dictation.  If  this  were  the  case,  it  would  seem  that  God  said 
things  to  Joshua  which  he  later  repudiated  in  the  time  of  the 
prophets  and  Jesus.  The  men  of  the  Bible,  however,  are  much 
more  concerned  with  God's  action,  his  intrusion  into  their 
daily  affairs  in  acts  of  judgment  and  mercy.  They  do  not 
testify  that  by  tuning  to  the  proper  wave  length  they  received 
information  or  doctrines  broadcast  by  God;  rather,  they  tell 
us  that  in  specific  crises  they  encountered  God  himself  and 
were  drawn  into  a  relationship  in  which  they  were  known, 
judged,  and  loved.  To  them,  God  was  their  ever  present  Lord 
and  Companion.  "Be  strong  and  of  good  courage;  be  not 
afraid,  neither  be  thou  dismayed :  for  the  Lord  thy  God  is  with 
thee  whithersoever  thou  goest"  (Joshua  1:9). 

If,  then,  history  is  the  sphere  in  which  God  confronts  man 
with  his  demand  ("I  am  the  Lord  thy  God")  and  his  promise 
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("I  will  be  with  thee"),  obviously  this  "I-Thou"  relationship 
will  be  described  and  understood  in  the  particular  historical 
situation  of  a  man's  life.  Man  can  hear  God's  Word  in  only- 
one  place:  the  place  where  he  is  standing.  Joshua,  for  in- 
stance, could  not  hear  the  Word  of  the  Lord  in  the  later  situ- 
ation of  the  prophets,  or  in  the  period  of  the  New  Testament, 
or  in  the  situation  of  the  twentieth  century.  He  had  to  hear 
it  in  the  limitations  of  the  cultural,  social,  and  political 
situation  of  his  own  day.  What  seemed  right  for  him  in  his 
time  may  have  been  wrong  for  another  man  in  a  quite  different 
historical  situation.  The  God  of  the  Bible  does  not  speak  to 
men  from  an  ivory  tower  above  the  rough-and-tumble  of  ordi- 
nary life;  he  reveals  himself  in  the  concrete  situations  where 
men  are  living.  To  ask  that  the  Bible  be  free  from  the 
historical  realities  of  the  periods  of  Moses,  Joshua,  or  Samuel 
is  to  misunderstand  the  nature  of  historical  revelation.  Just 
as  the  Incarnation  presupposes  God's  revelation  in  a  particular 
human  person,  so  likewise  the  election  of  Israel  presupposes 
his  revelation  within  the  historical  limitations  of  a  particular 
people. 

Consider  the  conquest  of  Canaan.  Looking  back  upon  that 
period  of  fierce  warfare  we  are  apt  to  question  whether  it  was 
right  for  the  Hebrews  to  take  Canaan  by  the  power  of  the 
sword.  Put  yourself,  however,  into  the  life  situation  of  Joshua 
and  his  successors.  The  first  problem  the  chosen  people  had 
to  face  before  they  could  fulfill  God's  purpose  for  the  world 
was  that  of  obtaining  Lebensraum,  "living  space."  These 
fugitive  slaves  had  to  fight  for  every  inch  of  the  precarious 
toe  hold  they  were  able  to  secure  in  the  hill  country  of  Pales- 
tine. The  nations  opposing  them  were  fierce  and  ruthless,  and 
the  Hebrews  fought  according  to  the  accepted  moral  standards 
of  the  day.  This  was  a  life-and-death  struggle  for  survival 
against  tremendous  odds.  Actually  our  dispossession  of  the 
American  Indians  in  some  ways  presents  a  far  greater  ethical 
problem.  But  just  as  Americans  maintain  that  God's  provi- 
dence was  behind  the  events   of  early  American  history, 
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despite  the  tragic  wrongs  that  were  committed,  so  in  a  more 
special  sense  it  can  be  said  retrospectively  that  God's  purpose 
was  at  work  in  the  savage  wars  of  conquest  in  Canaan.  In  a 
profound  sense  God  gave  the  land  to  Israel  for  an  inheritance. 
In  this  bitter  struggle  it  was  natural  for  the  Hebrews  to 
describe  their  relationship  with  God  in  terms  of  their  own 
cultural  and  historical  situation.  Not  only  were  they  confident 
that  God  was  giving  them  a  homeland  in  Palestine,  but  they 
unhesitantly  viewed  every  military  operation,  even  the  most 
ruthless  kind,  as  being  inspired  and  guided  by  God  himself. 
Their  bitterness  toward  the  Amalekites,  who  had  decimated 
their  numbers  in  the  wilderness  period,  was  shared,  they  be- 
lieved, by  God,  who  vowed  eternal  hostility  against  the  enemy 
until  they  were  to  be  blotted  from  the  face  of  the  earth 
(Exodus  17:14;  I  Samuel  15).  The  oldest  poem  in  the  Old 
Testament,  the  Song  of  Deborah  (Judges  5),  vividly  describes 
Yahweh  majestically  coming  in  the  fury  of  a  storm  to  aid  his 
embattled  people.  There  was  not  a  chance  that  the  Canaanite 
commander  could  have  won  for,  says  the  poet. 

From  the  heavens  fought  the  stars, 
From  their  courses  they  fought  with  Sisera. 

—Judges  5:20 

The  Hebrews  of  this  early  period  understood  their  covenant 
relation  with  God  in  terms  of  their  own  cultural  limitations. 
Moreover,  they  tended  to  do  what  all  of  us  do  in  our  sinful 
self-centeredness ;  they  identified  their  own  ambitions  and 
interests  with  the  purpose  of  God.  The  military  successes 
which  led  up  to  the  building  of  the  empire  of  David  and 
Solomon  fostered  the  illusion,  later  attacked  by  the  prophets, 
that  because  the  Israelites  were  the  chosen  people  God  would 
guarantee  them  continuing  prosperity  and  success.  Too  easily 
was  the  purpose  of  God  in  history  identified  with  the  preserva- 
tion and  glorification  of  the  Hebrew  people.  Yet  these  people, 
despite  the  limitations  of  their  culture  and  their  sin,  knew 
that  history  is  an  expression  of  the  will  of  God.  Man  proposes ; 
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God  disposes.  So  the  book  of  Joshua  gives  an  impressive  story 
about  the  great  military  commander  of  the  Hebrews  bowing 
tiimself  humbly  before  the  holy  and  righteous  will  of  God  just 
before  beginning  the  war  against  Canaan: 

And  it  came  to  pass,  when  Joshua  was  by  Jericho,  that  he  lifted  up 
lis  eyes  and  looked,  and,  behold,  there  stood  a  man  [a  divine  visitor] 
3ver  against  him  with  his  sword  drawn  in  his  hand :  and  Joshua  went 
into  him,  and  said  unto  him,  Art  thou  for  us,  or  for  our  adversaries? 
\nd  he  said.  Nay;  but  as  captain  of  the  host  of  the  Lord  am  I  now 
jome.  And  Joshua  fell  on  his  face  to  the  earth,  and  did  worship,  and 
said  unto  him,  What  saith  my  lord  unto  his  servant?  And  the  captain 
Df  the  Lord's  host  said  unto  Joshua,  Loose  thy  shoe  from  ofif  thy 
foot ;  for  the  place  whereon  thou  standest  is  holy.  And  Joshua  did  so. 

— Joshua  5:13-15 

Commenting  on  this  passage,  Alan  Richardson  writes: 
'Wherever  God  is  known  and  obeyed,  there  is  always  the 
possibility  that  the  simple  identification  of  our  own  interests 
tvith  right  and  justice  will  be  avoided  and  our  actions  will  be 
judged  by  a  higher,  more  objective  purpose  than  our  own 
convenience  dictates."  ^^  Obviously  Joshua's  understanding 
jf  the  will  of  God  was  limited  by  the  historical  situation  in 
ivhich  he  stood,  but — if  the  above  passage  is  typical  of  him — 
in  moments  of  genuine  worship  he  acknowledged  allegiance 
to  a  purpose  higher  than  Israel's  military  ambitions.  The  full 
implications  of  this  were  not  brought  out  until  the  prophetic 
period,  but  all  the  later  development  which  came  to  a  climax 
in  the  New  Testament  was  incipient  in  the  covenant  relation- 
ship from  the  very  first. 

Measured  by  our  standards,  Joshua  and  his  soldiers  were 
immoral  people.  But  in  so  far  as  they  acknowledged  their 
absolute  responsibility  to  the  will  of  God  as  they  understood 
it  and  gave  obedience  according  to  the  moral  development 
of  their  day,  Christians  include  them  in  the  roll  call  of  the 

'^^  Preface  to  Bible  Study  (Westminster,  1944),  p.  84.  This  book,  written  out 
)f  Canon  Richardson's  experience  in  the  British  Student  Christian  Movement, 
is  an  exceUent  introduction  to  biblical  theology. 
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faithful  (Hebrews  11:30  ff.).  And  in  so  far  as  they  disobeyed 
the  righteous  will  of  God  as  they  understood  it,  they  knew 
themselves  to  be  sinners  and,  like  Achan  and  his  household, 
felt  the  terrible  divine  judgment  (Joshua  7).  We  shudder  at 
the  cruelty  and  savagery  of  the  age  and  thank  God  for  the 
deeper  understanding  of  his  will  which  men  received  in  the 
following  centuries;  but  mark  this:  in  principle  this  concep- 
tion of  faith  and  its  opposite,  sin,  is  never  outmoded  in  the 
Bible.  These  stories  were  preserved  not  because  they  bear 
witness  to  an  absolute  "moral  right,"  but  because  they  testify 
to  a  basic  conviction  of  the  whole  Bible :  the  life  of  the  chosen 
people  stands  under  the  judgment  of  the  God  who  has  entered 
into  covenant  with  them.  To  be  known  by  God  is  to  be  exposed 
to  his  searching  criticism,  with  the  result  that  no  action  can  be 
performed  with  an  easy  conscience,  regardless  of  its  approval 
in  terms  of  the  moral  standards  of  the  day.  As  George  Ernest 
Wright  remarks,  "This  is  the  conviction  which  is  the  connect- 
ing thread  of  the  Old  Testament,  and  as  a  result  Israel's 
history  is  'holy  history.' "  ^^  It  is  the  application  of  this 
"critical  principle,"  to  use  the  words  of  Paul  Tillich,  which 
makes  the  history  of  Israel  unique  and  puts  the  Bible  in  a 
category  by  itself  among  all  the  sacred  literature  of  the  world. 

Israel's  Spiritual  Development 

We  cannot  ignore  the  fact  that  there  was  development  in 
Israel's  religion.  It  would  be  foolish  to  say  that  there  is  no 
difference  between  the  insights  of  Joshua  and  Jeremiah,  or 
that  the  Old  Testament  stands  on  the  same  spiritual  plane  as 
the  New.  The  Bible  is  not  static;  it  is  dynamic.  We  could 
speak  unhesitantly  of  the  "progress"  within  the  Bible  were  it 
not  for  the  fact  that  this  good  word  has  been  taken  captive 
by  those  who  advocate  an  evolutionary  interpretation  of  his- 
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tory.  The  Bible  "progresses"  because  God  initiates  the  sacred 
drama  and  through  the  power  of  his  new  action  in  a  succession 
of  historical  crises  carries  it  forward  toward  its  conclusion. 
In  this  sense  it  is  justifiable  to  speak  of  "progressive  revela- 
tion." On  Israel's  part  these  God-initiated  crises  in  her  history 
led  to  a  maturing  understanding  of  the  covenant  obligation 
and  a  deepening  awareness  of  the  character  and  scope  of 
God's  redemptive  purpose. 

It  is  a  common  human  experience  that  the  years  bring  a 
deepening  understanding  of  the  meaning  of  a  personal  com- 
mitment. This  is  true,  for  instance,  with  respect  to  the  cove- 
nant of  marriage.  The  personal  relationship  remains  constant 
throughout  the  years,  but  its  meaning  deepens  as  two  people 
together  face  the  successes  and  hardships  of  life.  Likewise 
this  is  true  in  the  case  of  a  personal  commitment  to  Jesus 
Christ.  Christians  who  first  made  that  commitment  years  ago 
will  testify  that  their  understanding  of  the  lordship  of  Christ 
has  deepened  as  each  passing  year  brought  a  maturing  appre- 
ciation of  the  revelation  of  God's  love  in  Christ.  Within  the 
enduring  relationship  of  this  commitment,  Christians  "grow 
in  the  grace  and  knowledge  of  our  Lord  and  Savior  Jesus 
Christ"  (II  Peter  3:18). 

The  life  history  of  an  individual  is  comparable  to  the  life 
history  of  a  people.  What  we  recognize  to  be  true  in  the  area 
of  our  individual  commitments  was  also  true  with  respect  to 
Israel's  covenant  with  God.  The  covenant  relationship  re- 
mained constant  as  the  basis  of  Israel's  life  through  the  years, 
the  generations,  and  the  centuries.  It  was  constant,  however, 
not  in  the  same  sense  that  the  Hebrew  monarchy  continued 
through  many  generations.  It  was  constant  in  the  sense  that, 
as  the  deep  and  inescapable  basis  of  Israel's  ongoing  life, 
every  generation  had  to  renew  the  covenant  and  enter  into  a 
personal  relationship  with  God.  This  truth  is  illustrated  in  the 
story  of  Joshua  summoning  all  Israel  to  the  sanctuary  at 
Shechem  for  the  purpose  of  renewing  the  covenant  of  Sinai. 
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Therefore,  stand  in  awe  of  the  Lord,  and  serve  him  faithfully  and 
loyally;  remove  the  gods  whom  your  fathers  served. . . .  However,  if 
you  find  it  obnoxious  to  serve  the  Lord,  choose  today  whom  you  will 
serve. . . .  But  as  for  me  and  my  house,  we  will  serve  the  Lord. 

—Joshua  24:14-15 

Thus  in  later  generations  prophets  reiterated  the  call  to 
repentance.  Each  crisis  served  as  a  time  of  decision,  as  though 
Israel  once  again  stood  before  the  Mount  of  the  Covenant. 
Through  all  of  these  generations,  as  the  Covenant  was  given 
new  application  in  new  historical  crises,  there  was  a  maturing 
understanding  of  the  will  of  God.  When  Israel  left  the  nomadic 
situation  of  the  wilderness  and  adopted  the  agricultural  ways 
of  Canaan,  it  became  necessary  for  her  to  understand  anew 
the  implications  of  the  Covenant  in  a  more  complex  civiliza- 
tion. When  Israel  had  built  up  a  strong  and  prosperous  empire 
under  David  and  Solomon,  again  it  became  necessary  to  hear 
the  covenant  demand.  And  when,  finally,  Palestine  was  en- 
gulfed in  a  maelstrom  of  world  events,  which  both  enlarged 
Israel's  horizons  and  intensified  her  suffering,  the  Covenant 
was  more  profoundly  understood. 

As  we  shall  see,  the  prophets  gave  Israel  a  deeper  insight 
into  the  meaning  and  implication  of  the  relationship  between 
God  and  his  people.  They  found  in  the  Covenant  both  a  basis 
for  condemning  social  injustice  and  a  motivation  for  ethical 
obligation.  In  widening  vision  they  perceived  the  purpose  and 
scope  of  God's  redemptive  activity  in  history.  And,  above  all, 
they  saw  with  clearer  eyes  the  role  of  God's  chosen  people. 
Thus  the  advancing  years  brought  a  deepening  understanding 
of  God's  will  and  a  higher  understanding  of  how  men  should 
serve  him. 

It  is  a  far  cry  from  Joshua,  claiming  to  serve  God  by 
ruthlessly  annihilating  his  enemies,  to  the  time  when  Chris- 
tian missionaries  went  out  into  the  uttermost  parts  of  the  earth 
to  preach  the  gospel  of  the  Cross.  A  great  distance  must  be 
traveled  from  the  patriotic  period  of  the  Judges,  when  men 
lustily  sang  the  war  songs  of  the  Lord,  to  the  time  when 
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prophets  like  Isaiah  and  Jeremiah  envisioned  God  raising  up 
a  foreign  nation  to  bring  judgment  upon  the  chosen  people. 
It  is  important  to  notice,  however,  that  this  spiritual  develop- 
ment took  place  within  a  unified  framework  of  experience: 
Israel's  covenant  relation  with  God.  Regardless  of  the  change 
of  moral  customs,  the  development  of  law  to  meet  the  increas- 
ing complexity  of  society,  the  widening  of  international 
horizons,  it  is  the  same  God  who  speaks  through  the  pages 
of  the  Bible.  The  God  of  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Jacob  is  also 
the  God  and  Father  of  Jesus  Christ.  Throughout  the  Bible 
faith  is  always  a  personal  surrender  to  his  will,  even  though 
men's  understanding  of  his  will  matures;  and  sin  is  always 
rebellion  against  his  claim  to  reign  supreme  in  the  human 
heart,  even  though  the  ramifications  of  sin  are  traced  more 
clearly  in  economic,  social,  and  political  life. 

Thus  the  Old  Testament  men  of  faith — like  Abraham, 
Moses,  Joshua,  Gideon,  Jephthah,  Samuel,  and  the  prophets — 
form  a  "great  cloud  of  witnesses"  (Hebrews  12:1).  They  sur- 
round the  Christian  like  a  vast  throng  of  people  in  a  stadium. 
From  a  distance  they  watch  the  Christian  run  his  race,  and 
their  shouting  urges  him  on.  The  faith  of  the  men  of  old 
anticipates  fulfillment  and  completion  in  the  New  Testament 
where  God's  will  is  revealed  in  stainless  purity  and  where  his 
purpose  is  embodied  in  Jesus  Christ.  So  the  writer  of  the 
Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  ends  his  famous  roll  call  of  the  Old 
Testament  heroes  of  faith  by  saying: 

These  all,  having  obtained  a  good  report  through  faith,  received  not 
the  promise :  God  having  provided  some  better  thing  for  us,  that  they 
without  us  should  not  be  made  perfect  (Hebrews  11:39-40). 
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The  Day  of  the  Lord^s  Anger 

HAT  WAS  BEFORE  God  became  a  Christian!"  The  excla- 
mation came  from  a  Sunday  School  girl,  so  the  familiar  story 
goes,  in  a  class  that  was  studying  a  lesson  from  the  Old 
Testament,  in  particular  a  passage  describing  the  terrible 
wrath  of  God.  Of  course,  with  simple  eloquence  she  was 
echoing  the  opinion  of  her  seniors.  How  often  it  has  been 
pointed  out,  alas  from  the  pulpit  itself,  that  the  God  of  the 
Old  Testament  is  a  jealous  God,  a  God  of  wrath  and  judgment. 
Usually  this  glib  observation  carries  the  insinuation  that  such 
a  conception  of  God  is  primitive  and  pre-Christian.  By  con- 
trast, it  is  said,  the  God  of  the  New  Testament  is  the  God  of 
love  and  forgiveness. 

The  Wrath  of  God 

This  false  understanding  may  easily  arise  from  a  super- 
ficial reading  of  the  writings  of  the  so-called  Latter  Prophets, 
which  we  shall  discuss  in  this  chapter.  But  let  us  recognize 
that  this  is  no  new  issue.  In  the  middle  of  the  second  century 
A.D.  a  man  named  Marcion  caused  quite  a  stir  in  the  Christian 
Church  by  boldly  rejecting  all  the  Old  Testament  and  drawing 
up  a  canon  of  selected  writings,  consisting  of  some  of  the 
books  now  contained  in  the  New  Testament.  While  we  cannot 
consider  here  all  the  reasons  for  Marcion's  negative  attitude 
toward  the  Jewish  Scriptures,  one  of  his  arguments  was  that 
the  God  of  the  Old  Testament  is  different  in  nature  from  the 
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God  of  the  New.  Whereas  the  Christian  God  is  the  God  of 
love,  the  Old  Testament  God,  he  argued,  is  the  God  of  jealousy 
and  wrath,  of  law  and  justice.  Marcion  came  to  the  curious 
conclusion  that  the  two  Testaments  contain  the  revelation  of 
two  different  deities.  The  Old  Testament,  he  claimed,  records 
the  revelation  of  an  inferior,  non-Christian  deity  who  created 
the  world  and  spoke  by  the  prophets.  Only  in  the  New  Testa- 
ment era  did  the  true  "Christian"  God  reveal  himself:  the  God 
and  Father  of  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ. 

We  cannot  follow  Marcion  all  the  way  in  his  thinking. 
Nevertheless  on  the  issue  of  the  wrathful  God  of  the  prophets 
we  tend  to  be  Marcionites.  We  look  back  with  a  certain  amaze- 
ment upon  the  period  of  the  eighteenth  century  when  Jonathan 
Edwards  was  able  to  preach  sermons  like  "Sinners  in  the 
Hand  of  an  Angry  God,"  and  started  a  religious  reawaken- 
ing which  spread  like  wildfire  through  respectable  New  Eng- 
land. We  understand,  however,  why  Edwards  eventually  had 
to  quit  his  pastorate  in  Northampton,  Massachusetts,  and  go 
off  and  preach  his  message  of  hell-fire  to  the  Indians.  For  most 
Americans  such  a  conception  of  God  is  too  stern,  too  demand- 
ing, too  fear-inspiring,  too  undemocratic.  A  recent  best-seller 
advises  that  tlie  time  has  come  to  forsake  the  older  conceptions 
of  God  which  reflect  a  more  totalitarian  view  of  the  divine 
sovereignty,  and  to  refashion  a  God-idea  which  will  accord 
with  the  brave  freedom-loving  spirit  of  democratic  Americans. 

It  is  good  that  the  "hell-fire  and  damnation"  preaching  is 
disappearing,  for  most  of  it  was  based  on  a  literal  interpreta- 
tion  of  Scripture  and  a  self-regarding  appeal  to  individuals  tq_ 
"get  religion"  as  the  best  insurance  policy  against  the  possible 
terrors  of  eternity^.  Nevertheless,  the  idea  of  the  wrath  of  God 
cannot  easily  be  discarded  from  the  biblical  witness.  Against 
Marcion  and  his  kind,  traditional  Christianity  has  insisted 
upon  the  unity  of  Old  and  New  Testaments  and  has  pro- 
claimed that  the  God  who  spoke  by  the  prophets  is  the  same 
God  who  speaks  through  Jesus  Christ  (Hebrews  1:1).  More- 
over, even  though  the  Bible  discloses  a  deepening  understand- 
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ing  of  God's  purpose  and  also  an  increasing  refinement  in 
theological  expression,  it  is  improper  to  say  that  the  God  who 
speaks  in  the  Old  Testament  is  different  in  character  from  the 
God  who  reveals  himself  in  Jesus  Christ.  If  the  God  of  the 
Old  Testament  displays  wrath,  he  also  manifests  mercy  and 
forgiveness.  One  of  the  great  sentences  in  the  J  narrative  is 
the  description  of  God's  revelation  to  Moses: 

And  the  Lord  passed  by  before  him,  and  proclaimed,  The  Lord, 
the  Lord  God,  merciful  and  gracious,  long-suffering,  and  abundant  in 
goodness  and  truth,  keeping  mercy  for  thousands,  forgiving  iniquity 
and  transgression  and  sin,  and  that  will  by  no  means  clear  the 
guilty . . . 

—Exodus  34:6-7 

If,  on  the  other  hand,  the  God  of  the  New  Testament  freely 
offers  men  his  forgiveness,  the  revelation  of  his  love  also 
prompted  Christians,  like  Paul,  to  say  that  "the  wrath  of  God 
is  revealed  from  heaven  against  all  ungodliness  and  un- 
righteousness of  men"  (Romans  1:18).  Wrath  and  forgive- 
ness are  not  mutually  exclusive  terms:  both  are  united  in 
men's  deepest  experience  of  God's  love.  Without  the  aware- 
ness of  divine  wrath  (judgment)  the  experience  of  God's  love 
easily  lapses  into  a  kind  of  sticky  sentimentality,  as  in  too 
many  modern  hymns;  and  without  the  hope  of  divine  for- 
giveness the  knowledge  of  God's  wrath  loses  its  redemptive 
significance. 

A  word  should  be  said  about  the  meaning  of  "wrath"  and 
"mercy"  when  used  with  reference  to  God.  These  terms  are  not 
intended  as  attributes  which  describe  God  metaphysically  (as 
the  philosophers  would  say),  or  abstractly,  as  he  is  in  himself. 
For  the  men  of  the  Bible,  God  is  not  the  object  of  reflective 
thought,  the  Being  whose  existence  must  be  demonstrated  and 
whose  nature  must  be  defined.  God  is,  rather,  the  Subject  who 
addresses  men  and  establishes  a  relation  with  them.  So,  for 
instance,  the  "atheism"  referred  to  by  the  Psalmist  (14:1; 
53:1)  is  not  doubt  about  God's  existence,  but  doubt  about  his 
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relation  to  the  world,  as  though  he  does  not  see  or  care  what 
men  do.  Therefore,  words  like  "wrath"  or  "forgiveness"  are 
symbols  drawn  from  human  experience  to  describe  the  rela- 
tion between  God  and  his  people.  If  we  are  to  do  justice  to 
the  Bible,  we  must  always  give  due  stress  to  the  Other-ness, 
the  transcendence,  the  holiness  of  the  God  who  remains  hidden 
from  the  sight  of  finite  and  sinful  human  beings.  "I  am  God 
and  not  man,  the  Holy  One  in  the  midst  of  you"  (Hosea  11 :9) . 
Yet  in  so  far  as  the  holy  God  acts  in  history,  revealing 
himself  in  what  he  does,  obviously  the  language  of  human 
experience  must  be  used  to  communicate  men's  encounter  with 
him.  What  other  language  could  be  used?  Hence  the  Bible, 
which  consistently  emphasizes  God's  holiness  and  warns  men 
against  making  any  image  or  likeness  of  him,  boldly  uses  the 
most  human  language  in  speaking  of  God.  God  is  described 
as  having  relations  with  men  after  the  fashion  of  a  man,  as  in 
the  Garden  of  Eden  story.  He  speaks,  sees,  acts,  decides, 
repents,  sorrows,  gets  angry.  He  is  called  King,  Judge,  Shep- 
herd, Father,  Warrior,  Redeemer.  Often  these  human  features 
(anthropomorphisms  and  anthropopathisms)  are  subdued  in 
the  interests  of  refining  theological  expression  and  giving 
stress  to  God's  holiness  (as  in  Genesis  1),  but  they  are  never 
completely  eliminated,  least  of  all  in  the  New  Testament 
where  it  is  claimed  that  God  was  incarnate  in  Jesus  Christ. 
Moreover,  since  the  religious  experience  which  men  com- 
municate is  essentially  a  personal  "I-Thou"  relationship, 
metaphors  and  parables  drawn  from  human  relationships  are 
indispensable.  Thus  the  Bible  speaks  of  men's  relationship 
with  God  in  such  terms  as  the  relation  between  a  king  and 
subject,  a  husband  and  wife,  or  a  father  and  son.  Only  in  the 
height  and  depth  of  human  experience  can  men  find  adequate 
symbols  to  communicate  the  meaning  of  being  confronted 
by  God. 

In  our  deepest  human  relationships  we  know  the  meaning 
of  wrath  and  forgiveness,  for  we  have  experienced  the  human 
love  in  whose  judgment  we  suffer  guilt  and  yet  in  whose  for- 
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giveness  we  are  renewed  and  recreated.  The  meaning  of  this 
rarest  human  friendship  is  discerned  at  an  even  deeper  level 
in  man's  knowledge  of  God.  To  know  the  wrath  of  God  is  to 
stand  under  the  judgment  of  the  divine  love  we  spurn ;  and  to 
know  the  mercy  of  God  is  to  accept  the  forgiveness  which, 
though  not  sparing  us  from  the  consequences  of  our  sin,  does 
not  allow  our  offense  to  be  a  barrier  separating  us  from 
fellowship  with  him.  It  was  in  the  light  of  the  Cross  that  men 
of  the  New  Testament  beheld  the  fullness  of  God's  love  (see 
Romans  5:6-11),  but  this  revelation  was  anticipated  by  the 
prophets  who  interpreted  the  meaning  of  the  Covenant  in  the 
crises  of  Israel's  history. 

The  Prophets  of  Israel 

We  have  already  observed  that  the  books  of  Joshua,  Judges, 
Samuel,  and  Kings  are  included  in  the  prophetic  canon  of  the 
Old  Testament.  One  of  the  chief  reasons  for  "historical"  books 
being  included  in  this  category  is  that  their  final  editors  viewed 
the  crises  of  Israel's  past  as  engagements  with  the  God  who 
both  punished  his  people  for  breaking  their  covenant  with 
him  and  repeatedly  bestowed  upon  them  the  renewal  of  his 
mercy.  These  are  prophetic  writings  in  the  sense  that  history 
is  regarded  as  the  scene  in  which  God  works  out  his  righteous 
and  redemptive  purpose  for  Israel.  Actually,  however,  the 
Deuteronomic  editors  of  the  historical  books  were  profoundly 
influenced  by  the  classical  prophets  who  went  before  them, 
men  whose  writings  are  preserved  in  the  Latter  Prophets. 

The  most  distinctive  aspect  of  Israel's  religious  history  was 
the  appearance  of  a  line  of  prophets  whose  influence  eventu- 
ally stamped  almost  the  whole  of  the  Old  Testament.  Hebrew 
prophecy  was  unique  both  in  the  content  of  its  message  and  in 
the  persistence  of  the  prophetic  witness  throughout  the  greater 
part  of  Israel's  history.  As  R.  B.  Y.  Scott  points  out,  here  we 
are  dealing  with  "an  apostolic  succession  of  prophetic  voices 
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for  which  there  is  no  parallel  in  the  ancient  world."  ^  Thanks 
to  the  labors  of  biblical  critics,  we  can  now  put  the  prophets 
in  their  proper  relative  position  in  this  "apostolic  succession" 
and  view  tlieir  message  in  terms  of  the  historical  realities  of 
their  time. 

The  classical  period  of  Hebrew  prophecy  began  in  the 
middle  of  the  eighth  century  B.C.  with  the  appearance  of  Amos 
in  Bethel.  However,  it  is  clear  from  the  book  of  Amos  that 
already  prophecy  had  become  a  deeply  established  function 
in  Israel,  so  much  so  that  it  was  often  regarded  as  a  profes- 
sion. Space  does  not  permit  us  to  deal  wath  the  antecedents  of 
the  prophetic  movement,  in  particular  the  "sons  of  the 
prophets"  or  prophetic  schools  (see  Amos  7:14)  which  existed 
as  early  as  the  time  of  Saul  (I  Samuel  10:5-12).  It  is  sufficient 
to  notice  that  Amos  did  not  want  to  be  associated  with  these 
popular,  professional  prophets  who  went  about  in  bands, 
excited  themselves  into  ecstatic  frenzy,  and  invariably  were 
"flaming  firebrands"  of  nationalism.  In  that  sense,  Amos  in- 
sisted, he  w^as  no  prophet.  But  on  another  occasion  he  recalled 
that  from  time  to  time  in  the  past  Yahweh  had  raised  up 
prophets  whom  the  people  had  silenced  (2:11-12) .  These  were 
the  prophets  whose  badge  was  not  professional  standing,  but  an 
authentic  commission  from  God.  In  this  more  noble  succession 
we  may  include  such  figures  as  Nathan  (II  Samuel  12),  Elijah 
(I  Kings  17,  19,  21),  Micaiah  (I  Kings  22)  and  many  of  the 
prophets  whose  writings,  like  those  of  Amos,  are  now  pre- 
served in  the  books  of  the  Latter  Prophets.  These  men  were 
not  servants  of  popular  desire  or  defenders  of  tlie  status  quo. 
Like  Micaiah  they  testified,  "What  the  Lord  saith  unto  me, 
that  will  I  speak,"  even  though  it  usually  invited  ostracism, 
ridicule,  and  persecution.  It  is  one  of  the  strange  facts  of 
biblical  history  that  although  the  prophets  were  an  unpopular 
minority  in  their  day,  the  whole  Old  Testament — reflecting  as 
it  does  a  dominant  prophetic  viewpoint — bears  witness  to  the 

1  The  Relevance  of  the  Prophets  (Macmillan,  1944),  p.  57.  This  well-written 
and  discerning  book  is  one  of  the  best  on  the  subject. 
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inescapable  realism  of  their  message.  The  uniqueness  of 
Israel's  faith  is  the  uniqueness  of  the  prophets. 

At  this  point,  two  misconceptions  of  the  role  of  a  prophet 
should  be  cleared  up.  Frequently  the  prophets  are  regarded 
as  men  of  great  religious  experience,  and  too  often  this  experi- 
ence is  likened  to  the  subjective  piety  of  modern  man.  For 
many  of  us,  God  is  a  "feeling"  that  wells  up  in  the  mystic 
depths  of  the  soul,  "a  Presence  which  disturbs  us  with  the  joy 
of  elevated  thoughts,"  either  when  we  are  enthralled  by  the 
beauties  of  nature  or  when  we  are  put  into  the  mood  of  worship 
by  the  pleasingly  esthetic  atmosphere  of  a  beautiful  church. 
Therefore,  with  our  modern  bias  we  are  tempted  to  think  of 
the  prophets  as  mystics  who  apprehended  God's  reality  in  the 
depths  of  the  soul.  The  prophets  do  describe  intense  religious 
experiences  which  catapulted  them  out  into  society,  but  these 
experiences  were  not  subjective  mystical  rapture.  It  is  rather 
striking  that  tlie  prophets  invariably  appeared  at  a  critical 
juncture  of  Israel's  history  to  proclaim  "the  Word  of  the 
Lord."  They  encountered  God  not  in  the  privacy  of  their  own 
souls  or  even  primarily  in  the  grandeur  of  nature,  but  in  the 
historical  events  taking  place.  Had  there  been  no  historical 
event,  no  prophet  would  have  arisen  to  confront  his  country- 
men with  "thus  saith  the  Lord"!  The  sovereign  activity  of  God 
in  history  was  objectively  and  openly  manifest  for  all  to  see, 
but  only  an  Amos  in  the  Tekoan  wilderness  or  an  Isaiah  in 
the  Temple  of  Jerusalem  had  the  eyes  which  enabled  him  to 
discern  the  signs  of  the  times. 

Again,  the  prophets  are  frequently  misunderstood  as  clair- 
voyants who  were  able  to  peer  into  the  future  and  predict 
things  scheduled  to  come  to  pass  according  to  God's  timetable. 
Webster's  Dictionary  defines  "prophecy"  as  "a  prediction 
of  something  that  is  to  happen ;  the  power  or  act  of  predicting 
the  future."  So  we  speak  of  weather  prophets,  political 
prophets,  and  the  like.  It  cannot  be  denied  that  Old  Testament 
prophets  made  predictions ;  some  of  them  came  true  and  some 
did  not.  They  were  profoundly  obsessed  with  the  future. 
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Moreover,  their  major  "prediction"  was  that  in  spite  of  all 
opposing  forces  God  would  accomplish  his  redemptive  purpose 
in  history.  But  for  them  the  future  was  always  an  immediate 
tomorrow,  the  "next  moment"  of  history  whose  meaning  em- 
braced the  present  and  charged  it  with  great  urgency.  The 
old  cliche  that  the  prophets  were  not  /oretellers  but  forth- 
tellers  is  perhaps  an  oversimplification,  but  it  helps  to  put  the 
accent  in  the  right  place.  The  prophets  were  men  who  spoke 
forth  God's  Word  for  the  present,  a  Word  which  was  on  the 
verge  of  being  realized  in  God's  tomorrow.  As  a  matter  of 
fact,  our  word  "prophet"  once  had  this  primary  meaning,  for 
it  was  derived  from  a  Greek  word  signifying  "to  speak  for,  in 
behalf  of,"  and  this  in  turn  was  a  fairly  accurate  translation 
of  the  underlying  Hebrew  word  which  seems  to  have  referred 
to  one's  being  commissioned  as  a  spokesman  of  God,  a  mes- 
senger who  speaks  in  behalf  of  the  deity. 

Thus  the  prophets  were  not  fortunetellers  who  gazed  into 
God's  crystal  ball  and  predicted  the  shape  of  things  to  come 
or  the  date  of  "the  end  of  the  world."  ^  This  view  would  pre- 
suppose that  the  future  is  "cut  and  dried"  long  in  advance, 
that  it  is  prearranged  in  the  plan  of  God.  No  place  would  be 
left  for  man  in  his  freedom  to  "make  history."  The  prophets, 
however,  did  not  address  their  message  to  future  ages;  they 
spoke  to  their  contemporaries,  declaring  the  meaning  of  the 
events  in  which  they  were  involved.  To  understand  their  mes- 
sage we  must  project  ourselves  imaginatively  into  their  world, 
stand  where  they  stood  in  the  concrete  crises  of  Israel's  his- 
tory, and  thereby  recover  in  some  degree  the  immediacy  of 
their  historical  moment.  If  the  prophets  also  speak  to  us  in  the 
twentieth  century,  it  is  not  because  they  were  able  to  forecast 
in  mysterious  language  the  headlines  of  our  day,  but  because 
the  essential  meaning  of  our  situation  in  relation  to  God  is 

2  Predictions  of  the  "end  of  the  world"  have  been  based  on  the  book  of  Daniel 
and  similar  literature  in  the  Bible.  It  is  noteworthy,  however,  that  Daniel  is 
not  even  included  in  the  canon  of  the  Prophets.  It  belongs  in  a  special  category 
of  literature  (apocalyptic)  which  flourished  in  the  period  of  late  Judaism  when, 
it  was  believed,  the  voice  of  prophecy  had  ceased. 
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precisely  the  same  today,  even  though  the  local  and  temporal 
setting  has  changed. 


Wars  and  Rumors  of  Wars 

The  period  of  the  great  prophets  was  a  tumultuous  one.  In 
the  middle  of  the  eighth  century  B.C. — ^the  time  of  Amos  and 
Hosea — the  shadow  of  Assyria  was  lengthening  across  the 
world,  threatening  to  bring  to  an  end  the  peace  and  security  of 
the  peoples  of  Syria  and  Palestine.  A  century  before,  Assyria 
had  made  a  bid  for  world  power  and  had  fought  a  great  battle 
at  Karkar  (853  B.C.)   against  western  allies,  among  whom 
Israel  was  represented  in  strong  force.  Shortly  after  this  battle 
Assyria  declined.  During  the  years  of  the  sleeping  giant, 
Israel  and  Judah  enjoyed  the  military  success  and  economic 
prosperity  which  created  an  atmosphere  of  confidence  and 
expectancy.  But  beginning  in  the  year  745  B.C.  once  again 
the  Assyrian  was  on  the  march.  This  dreadful  menace  caused 
the  hearts  of  petty  kings  to  "shake  like  trees  in  the  wind," 
and  prompted  them  feverishly  to  enter  into  last-minute  alli- 
ances with  the  hope  of  checking  Assyrian  aggression.  How- 
ever, the  flood  from  the  Euphrates  River  could  not  be  held 
back.  During  the  last  half  of  the  eighth  century,  roughly 
during  the  time  of  Isaiah  of  Jerusalem,  the  Assyrians  appeared 
in  Palestine.  In  734  B.C.  they  defeated  a  confederacy  com- 
posed of  Syria  and  the  Northern  Kingdom  of  Palestine  (see 
Isaiah  7).  In  722  B.C.  the  Northern  Kingdom  was  destroyed 
(both  Isaiah  and  Micah  were  prophesying  in  the  Southern 
Kingdom  at  this  time),  and  in  701  B.C.  "the  Assyrian  came 
down  like  a  wolf  on  the  fold,"  encamping  before  the  gates  of 
Jerusalem.  Although  the  Southern  Kingdom  was  spared  from 
destruction  at  that  time,  it  was  at  the  price  of  becoming  a 
vassal  to  Assyria,  a  situation  which  existed  throughout  most 
of  the  next  century.  When  Jeremiah  came  to  the  prophetic 
ministry  in  626  B.C.  the  Assyrian  power  was  exhausted.  Hence 
the  Judeans  revived  their  hope  that  once  again  the  nation 
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might  regain  independence.  But  this  hope  was  in  vain.  From 
the  ashes  of  the  Assyrian  empire  rose  an  even  more  terrible 
nation,  Babylonia,  which  by  the  end  of  the  seventh  century  B.C. 
had  defeated  all  other  rivals,  especially  Egypt,  and  had  as- 
serted her  supremacy  over  the  Near  East.  After  quelling 
periodic  nationalistic  uprisings  in  Judah,  the  Babylonians 
eventually  conquered  Jerusalem  and  carried  away  the  cream 
of  the  population  in  two  major  deportations  (597  and  586 
B.C.).  Both  Jeremiah  and  Ezekiel  were  prophesying  during 
the  final  death  throes  of  the  nation.  The  following  diagram 
gives  a  visual  summary  of  the  succession  of  the  prophets 
before  the  Exile. 

Dominating 
Foreign  Empire 

Assyria 
745-610  B.C. 


Northern    Kingdom 

Amos,  ca.   750  B.C. 
Hosea,  ca.  745  B.C. 


Southern  Kingdom 


(Fall    of    Northern 
Kingdom     in     722 

B.C.) 


Isaiah,    740-700   B.C. 
Micah,  ca.  725 

(Composition  of  nu- 
cleus of  Deuteronomy, 
ca.  650  B.C.) 

Zephaniah,  ca.  630-624 

B.C. 

Jeremiah,  626-585  B.C. 
(Josiah's  "Deuterono- 
mic"  Reformation,  621 
B.C.) 

Habakkuk,  ca.  605  B.C. 
Ezekiel,  593-571  B.C. 
(Fall  of  Southern  King- 
dom in  586  B.C.) 


Babylonia 
610-538  B.C. 


Thus  the  prophets  prophesied  during  a  period  filled  with 
wars  and  rumors  of  wars.  In  this  stormy  era  the  people  of 
Israel  lost  everything  they  had  strived  to  obtain:  their  self- 
government,  their  land,  and,  above  all,  their  sense  of  prestige 
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and  destiny.  Seemingly  these  things  meant  the  death  of  hope. 
In  popular  thought  the  belief  in  Israel's  election  had  nourished 
the  expectation  of  a  coming  "Day  of  the  Lord"  which  would 
be  a  time  of  "light,"  that  is,  prosperity  and  victory  over 
enemies  (see  Amos  5:18-20).  But  instead  of  light,  darkness 
fell.  Why,  then,  did  God  allow  these  things  to  happen?  Had 
he  forgotten  his  ancient  promises?  Had  he  called  his  people 
out  of  Egypt,  led  them  triumphantly  into  Canaan,  and  estab- 
lished them  securely  under  David  and  Solomon,  only  to  let 
them  down  in  the  hours  of  their  greatest  need?  This  was  the 
poignant  question  these  tragic  events  occasioned.  In  specific 
crises  the  prophets  appeared  as  God's  interpreters,  his  mes- 
sengers. 

Surely,  he  will  do  nothing, 
the  Lord  God, 

Except  he  reveal  his  purpose 
to  his  servants  the  prophets. 
— ^Amos  3:7 

The  Broken  Covenant 

In  reading  the  prophetic  literature,  one  notices  that  certain 
themes  recur  constantly,  almost  to  the  point  of  monotony. 
We  must  remember  that  the  oracles  or  utterances  of  the 
prophets  were  originally  given  in  short  inspired  outbursts  in 
particular  life  situations;  it  was  only  later  that  these  oracles 
were  strung  together,  like  beads  on  a  string,  to  form  the 
prophetic  books  as  we  now  have  them.  For  instance,  when  we 
read  a  book  like  Amos  we  dp  not  find  a  carefully  worked  out 
logical  argument  running  through  all  the  chapters;  we  find, 
rather,  a  series  of  small  poetic  units  (see  4:1-3)  in  which  the 
prophet  confronted  the  people  with  God's  demand  for  the 
moment.  In  a  variety  of  ways  and  in  many  different  circum- 
stances the  pre-Exilic  prophets  spoke  a  message  that  was  old 
yet  always  new. 

The  central  prophetic  theme  is  stated  magnificently  by  the 
prophet  Jeremiah: 
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Be  aghast,  0  heavens,  at  this; 

Be  shocked,  0  earth,  beyond  words, 

Is  the  oracle  of  the  Lord. 

For  my  people  have  committed  two  crimes: 

They  have  forsaken  me,  the  fountain  of  living  water. 

To  hew  for  themselves  cisterns,  broken  cisterns, 

That  can  hold  no  water. 

—Jeremiah  2:12-13 

The  poetic  figure  was  well  understood  by  the  people  of 
Jerusalem  who,  lacking  an  adequate  source  of  fresh  spring 
water,  had  to  rely  upon  rain  water  stored  in  cisterns  cut  out 
of  rock.  The  situation  would  appear  ludicrous  if  the  people 
were  attempting  to  store  water  in  cracked  and  leaky  cisterns, 
especially  if  spring  water  were  within  reach!  Yet,  said 
Jeremiah,  that  was  Israel's  folly:  she  had  rejected  the  true 
Fountain  upon  which  her  life  depended  and  in  proud  self- 
sufficiency  was  seeking  to  contain  the  meaning  of  her  life 
within  cisterns  of  her  own  making. 

"They  have  forsaken  Me."  Jeremiah's  words  clearly  refer 
to  the  covenant  relation  between  Israel  and  God.  According 
to  each  one  of  the  prophets,  Israel's  trouble  was  due  to  a 
perverted  will,  a  misuse  of  the  freedom  that  was  her  divine 
endowment.  Instead  of  being  faithful  to  the  God  of  the  Cove- 
nant, her  life  story  was  one  of  continual  and  deliberate  revolt. 
Instead  of  accepting  him  as  her  sovereign  Lord  and  the  true 
center  of  her  life,  she  insisted  upon  going  her  own  way,  with 
his  name  upon  her  lips,  but  with  her  heart  far  from  him.  It 
was  not  merely  that  social  injustices  were  being  committed, 
not  merely  that  an  unwise  foreign  policy  was  being  pursued, 
not  merely  that  strong  statesmen  were  lacking;  more  basically 
the  trouble  was  in  the  realm  of  the  spirit — in  that  area  where 
God  makes  his  demand  upon  the  will  and  where  man,  in  free 
decision,  must  say  Yes  or  No.  Resolutely,  firmly,  stubbornly, 
Israel  had  said  No  to  God.  She  was  the  faithless  wife  whose 
harlotry  had  led  her  to  pursue  other  lovers ;  she  was  the  child 
who  had  rebelled  against  the  parent;  she  was  the  subject  who 
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had  committed  an  act  of  treason  against  her  King.  This  was 
Israel's  sickness  unto  death. 

When  the  prophets  talk  about  "sin"  they  do  not  capitalize 
the  word  and  turn  it  into  a  generalization.  They  refer  to 
specific  sins,  each  of  which  individually  and  all  of  which  col- 
lectively illustrate  concretely  the  perversion  of  Israel's  will. 
In  many  pulpits  today  preachers  can  easily  get  a  hearing  by 
speaking  in  glittering  generalities  about  God,  sin,  and  re- 
demption. But  when  the  discussion  of  man's  broken  relation- 
ship with  God  is  focused  upon  the  outward  symptoms  of  the 
spiritual  sickness — race  relations,  nationalism,  economic  in- 
equalities, and  so  on — they  are  in  danger  of  being  repri- 
manded with  the  advice  to  "keep  politics  out  of  the  pulpit." 
The  prophets  were  never  popular  preachers,  precisely  because 
in  their  message  the  divine  criticism  of  Israel's  life  was  so 
boldly  specific. 

Symptoms  of  Sickness 

In  at  least  three  areas  the  prophets  found  unmistakable 
evidence  of  the  broken  covenant.  First,  they  turned  their  atten- 
tion to  the  area  of  men's  social  relationships.  One  of  the  most 
obvious,  and  to  the  modem  mind  most  commendable,  aspects 
of  the  prophetic  message  was  their  fierce  attack  upon  the 
social  injustices  of  their  day.  The  rich  were  selling  the  poor 
"for  a  pair  of  sandals,"  wealthy  landlords  were  swallowing 
up  the  holdings  of  independent  farmers,  the  rights  of  defense- 
less orphans  and  widows  were  violated,  and  the  inequalities 
of  a  corrupt  status  quo  were  defended  by  kings,  priests,  and 
legal  administrators.  This  was  especially  true  in  the  eighth 
century  when  Amos  and  Hosea  prophesied  in  the  Northern 
Kingdom  and  Isaiah  and  Micah  prophesied  in  the  Southern 
Kingdom,  during  the  long  and  prosperous  reigns  of  Jeroboam 
II  in  the  North  (785-744  B.C.)  and  Uzziah  in  the  South  (780- 
740  B.C.).  Owing  to  the  quiescence  of  Assyria  and  the  weak- 
ness of  Egypt,  it  was  possible  for  the  people  of  these  kingdoms 
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to  build  a  commercial  society  which  outwardly  was  brilliant 
but  inwardly  was  characterized  by  the  extremes  of  wealth  and 
poverty,  power  and  exploitation.  Such  a  society  could  not 
long  endure. 

It  is  important  to  understand  clearly  why  the  prophets 
pronounced  the  sentence  of  death  upon  Israel's  social  order. 
The  "justice"  of  which  they  spoke  was  not  a  universal  rational 
concept  that  would  be  self-evident  to  all  men  of  reason,  if  only 
a  Socrates  were  around  to  lead  men  dialectically  to  apprehend 
it.  Nor  was  it  an  ideal,  a  moral  "value,"  a  humanitarian 
standard,  or  an  ethical  norm.  The  justice  demanded  was  obedi- 
ence to  the  divine  Person;  it  was  submission  to  the  will  of 
God  in  the  covenant  relation.  This  is  the  meaning  of  the  state- 
ment in  Micah  6:8  which  is  often  considered  the  epitome  of 
the  prophetic  message: 

What  doth  the  Lord  require  of  thee,  but  to  do  justice, 
to  love  faithfulness,  and  to  walk  humbly  with  thy  God.^ 

Man's  chief  end  in  life  is  humbly  to  accept  God's  lordship 
over  his  life,  and  so  to  live  among  his  fellow  men  that  all  his 
actions  will  express  obedience  to  the  will  of  God.  It  is  in  this 
sense  that  Amos  insists  that  justice  must  roll  down  like  a 
never  failing  stream,  rather  than  being  like  the  brooks  of 
Palestine  ^vhich  quickly  dry  up  when  the  rainy  season  is  over 
(5:24).    _ 

According  to  the  prophetic  analysis,  Israel's  social  life  was 
corrupted  by  pride  and  self-sufficiency.  The  ruling  factions 
of  society  were  ordering  affairs  in  their  own  interest.  The 
powerful  people  were  led  by  their  inordinate  ambitions  to  get 
more  power  and  to  keep  that  power  by  amassing  still  more 

3  By  translating  "faithfulness"  instead  of  "mercy,"  I  have  departed  from  the 
usual  translation.  Actually  the  Hebrew  word,  chesed,  cannot  easily  be  rendered 
into  English.  Whether  used  of  God  or  man,  the  word  refers  primarily  to  faith- 
fulness to  a  covenant.  "Israel's  true  chesed  to  Jehovah  involves  primarily  Knowl- 
edge of  God,  and  issuing  from  that,  loyalty  in  true  and  proper  worship, 
together  with  the  proper  behavior  in  respect  of  the  humanitarian  virtues."  Nor- 
man H.  Snaith,  The  Distinctive  Ideas  of  the  Old  Testament  (Westminster,  1946), 
p.  155. 


102  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

power — always,  of  course,  at  the  expense  of  those  who  did  not 
have  power:  the  economically  poor,  the  socially  disenfran- 
chised, the  legally  helpless.  They  were  desperately  seeking  the 
security  which  man  can  provide,  the  order  which  man  can  im- 
pose, the  peace  which  is  the  precarious  achievement  of  power. 
The  wealthy,  according  to  Amos'  vivid  description,  were  "at 
ease"  in  their  palaces,  lying  upon  ivory  couches  and  indulging 
in  sensuous  comforts,  but  completely  unmoved  by  "the  ruin  of 
Joseph"  (Amos  6:1-7).  Like  a  careless  French  monarch,  they 
would  have  exclaimed  lightheartedly,  "After  us,  the  deluge." 
Thus  man,  by  his  cunning  exercise  of  power  and  by  his  acquisi- 
tive hoarding  of  the  wealth  of  society,  had  exalted  himself 
arrogantly  to  the  point  of  forgetting,  forsaking,  and  rebelling 
against  God.  In  this  grotesque  situation,  the  only  criterion  for 
justice  was  the  will  of  the  strongest,  and  the  only  measure  for 
the  meaning  of  life  was  man's  vain  self-sufficiency. 

To  be  sure,  these  men  were  "social  prophets."  Notice, 
however,  that  they  approached  the  problems  of  social  injus- 
tice by  going  to  the  root  of  the  matter:  when  men  in  pride 
and  self-confidence  separate  themselves  from  God,  disastrous 
consequences  follow.  Estranged  from  God,  men  are  separated 
from  one  another.  A  broken  relationship  with  God  inevitably 
results  in  fractured  relations  with  one's  fellow  men.  When 
there  is  no  "knowledge  of  God" — ^that  is,  faith  in  him  and  fi- 
delity to  his  Covenant — cursing,  lying,  murder,  theft,  and 
adultery  follow  one  after  the  other,  and  the  whole  land  is 
plunged  into  universal  mourning  (Hosea  4:1-3).  It  would  be 
wrong  to  suppose  that  the  prophetic  attack  was  based  on  the 
consideration  that  the  social  crimes  of  Israel  were  more  atro- 
cious than  those  committed  in  neighboring  countries.  Meas- 
ured by  comparative  standards  the  social  conditions  in  Israel 
were  probably  better,  or  at  least  no  worse,  than  conditions  in 
Moab,  Ammon,  or  Edom.  In  the  prophetic  analysis,  however, 
these  social  conditions  were  intolerably  worse  within  the 
chosen  community  for  the  simple  reason  that  they  were  symp- 
toms of  a  betrayed  trust,  a  violated  Covenant,  a  broken  rela- 
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tionship  with  God  (Amos  3:2).  Israel  was  unique  among  other 
nations  in  that  her  life  was  measured  and  tested  by  the  plumb 
line  of  the  God  of  the  Covenant. 

Israel's  spiritual  sickness  was  manifest  in  a  second  area: 
popular  religion.  There  is  an  element  of  truth  in  the  words  of 
Karl  Marx  that  the  beginning  of  all  criticism  is  the  criticism 
of  religion.  The  prophets  knew  that  truth,  and  understood  it 
more  profoundly  and  realistically  than  did  the  revolutionary 
Jew  of  the  nineteenth  century.  The  prophets  hurled  God's 
judgment  against  popular  religion,  for  they  saw  clearly  its 
basic  idolatry.  With  prophetic  insight  a  modern  writer  has 
pointed  out  that  man  is  never  so  sinful  as  when  he  is  religious.* 
If  man's  secret  desire  is  to  put  himself  at  the  center  of  life, 
religion  can  become  the  subtlest  method  of  accomplishing 
that  objective.  Religion  too  easily  degenerates  into  magic: 
man's  attempt  to  control  life  in  his  own  interests,  and  to  es- 
tablish his  relationship  with  God  on  his  own  terms.  With  his 
religion  man  attempts  to  "make  friends  and  influence  people," 
to  obtain  peace  of  mind  and  integration  of  personality,  and  to 
ward  off  unseen  dangers  in  order  that  he  may  enjoy  security 
and  well-being. 

From  the  prophetic  viewpoint,  this  was  the  character  of  the 
popular  religion  of  their  day.  Space  does  not  allow  a  con- 
sideration of  the  "Baal"  religion  which  the  prophets  inces- 
santly attacked,  a  Canaanite  nature  religion  that  was  essen- 
tially a  deification  of  the  reproductive  forces  of  nature.  The 
basic  assumption  of  this  religion  of  magic  was  that  by  engag- 
ing in  the  proper  ritual  man  could  bring  fertile  increase  to 
his  family,  his  flocks,  his  land.  In  fact,  the  pursuit  of  the  Baal 
religion  in  those  days  had  something  of  the  meaning  which 
science  holds  for  us  today:  it  was  an  effective  means  of  con- 
trolling nature.  Such  a  religion  was  man's  bid  for  security, 
prosperity,  and  well-being  in  an  environment  where  life  was 
precarious  and  uncertain.  So  far  had  the  process  of  accom- 
modating the  inherited  faith  of  Sinai  to  the  Canaanite  cult 

*  Joseph  Haroutunian,  Wisdom  and  Folly  in  Religion  (Scribner,  1940) ,  chap.  1. 
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gone,  that  Yahweh  and  Baal  were  almost  equivalent  words  in 
popular  usage  (Hosea  2:16). 

To  all  outward  appearances  the  people  of  Israel  were  very 
religious.  They  were  zealous  in  performing  the  proper  sacri- 
fices, observing  the  great  feast  days,  and  making  pilgrimages 
to  the  ancient  shrines.  It  is  probably  wrong  to  infer  from  some 
of  the  strong  prophetic  denunciations  that  the  prophets  were 
against  the  use  of  ritual,  and  were  advocates  of  a  "nonliturgi- 
cal"  free  church.  The  prophets  denounced  the  cult  because  of 
its  basic  idolatry.  The  cult  was  an  outward  symptom  of  man's 
self-sufficiency.  For  the  masses  such  an  innocuous  religion  was 
an  opiate;  for  those  in  power  it  was  a  means  of  justifying 
a  social  order  inherently  corrupted  by  selfish  ambitions.  For 
this  reason  the  prophets  describe  God's  loathing  of  the  scenes 
of  so-called  worship  (Amos  5:21-27;  Isaiah  1:10-17).  God 
cannot  be  controlled  by  priestly  rituals  or  moved  by  pious 
songs;  nor  can  the  uncleanness  of  Israel's  heart  be  removed 
by  ceremonials.  Worship  must  be  the  expression  of  a  will 
directed  toward  God  in  genuine  repentance  and  wholehearted 
faithfulness,  for  as  Hosea  tersely  said,  Yahweh  delights  in 
chesed  (faithfulness),  in  "the  knowledge  of  God"  rather  than 
sacrifices  (6:6).  So  Jeremiah  dared  to  stand  in  the  gates  of 
the  Temple  as  the  people  were  entering  to  pay  their  respects  to 
God,  and  exclaim: 

Thus  says  the  Lord  of  hosts,  the  God  of  Israel :  Amend  your  ways 
and  your  doings,  that  I  may  establish  your  home  in  this  place.  Trust 
not  in  deceptive  words,  such  as  The  temple  of  the  Lord,  the  temple 
of  the  Lord,  the  temple  of  the  Lord  is  this!  For  if  you  but  amend 
your  ways  and  your  doings — if  you  practice  strict  justice  toward  one 
another,  if  you  do  not  oppress  the  resident  alien,  the  orphan,  and 
the  widow,  nor  shed  innocent  blood  in  this  place,  nor  run  after  other 
gods  to  your  own  hurt — I  will  establish  your  home  in  this  place,  in 
the  land  which  I  gave  to  your  fathers  for  all  time.  But,  as  it  is,  you 
trust  in  deceitful  words,  that  are  of  no  avail.  What?  Steal,  murder, 
and  commit  adultery,  swear  falsely,  offer  sacrifices  to  the  Baal,  and 
run  after  other  gods,  whom  you  do  not  know,  and  then  come  and 
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stand  before  me  in  this  house  which  bears  my  name,  and  say,  We  are 
safe — only  to  practice  these  abominations !  Has  this  house  which  bears 
my  name  become  a  robbers'  cave  in  your  eyes  ?  Lo !  I  see  through  it,  is 
the  oracle  of  the  Lord. 

— Jeremiah  7:1-11 

According  to  the  prophets,  Israel's  only  security  was  faith- 
fulness to  the  God  of  the  Covenant — faithfulness  which  is 
expressed  in  proper  worship  and  translated  into  all  social  re- 
lationships. 

_  The  third  area  in  which  the  prophets  found  evidence  of  the 
broken  covenant  was  the  realm  of  politics.  Owing  to  the  mili- 
tary successes  of  the  period,  the  kingdoms  of  the  North  and 
South  could  not  resist  the  temptation  to  magnify  their  national 
prestige  in  the  eyes  of  the  world.  Consequently,  national  policy 
was  directed  toward  enlarging  Israel's  boundaries  through 
military  conquest  and  strengthening  her  political  position  by- 
means  of  foreign  alliances.  In  more  favorable  times  this  policy 
fostered  the  kind  of  political  confidence  which  Amos  attacked 
(6:13) ;  in  more  uncertain  periods  the  same  nationalism  led 
to  feverish  attempts  to  find  security  by  courting  the  protection 
of  other  nations  (Hosea  7:11;  12:1).  The  prophets  regarded 
these  political  machinations  as  another  symptom  of  rebellion 
against  the  God  of  the  Covenant.  Just  as  those  who  held  power 
attempted  to  maintain  that  privilege  domestically  by  means  of 
legal  chicanery  and  ruthless  exploitation  of  the  underprivi- 
leged, so  also  they  attempted  to  maintain  their  position 
by  playing  the  game  of  power  politics.  The  prophets  insisted, 
however,  that  this  was  to  rebel  against  God  and  to  pursue  the 
way  of  the  world.  Through  the  prophets  Israel  was  warned 
that  it  was  not  God's  purpose  in  choosing  Israel  to  make  her  a 
great  nation,  as  other  nations  measured  greatness.  "In  quiet- 
ness and  confidence  shall  be  your  strength,  in  returning  and 
in  resting  shall  you  be  saved,"  was  Isaiah's  reminder  to  his 
countrymen  in  a  tense  military  crisis  (Isaiah  30:15).  To  trust 
in  chariots  and  horses  was  to  attempt  resistance  against  events 
which  were  the  judgments  of  God.  To  fight  against  Assyria  or 
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Babylonia  was  to  fight  against  God  himself  whose  sovereignty- 
controlled  the  movements  of  these  nations.  This  was  the  theo- 
logical basis  of  Isaiah's  passivism  (not  pacifism!)  and  of 
Jeremiah's  seemingly  traitorous  policy  of  collaboration  with 
the  foe. 

In  these  three  areas — social  relationships,  popular  religion, 
and  political  policy — ^the  prophets  found  concrete  evidences 
of  Israel's  sin.  Just  as  a  doctor  regards  a  fever  not  as  the  dis- 
ease itself  but  as  its  symptom,  so  likewise  the  prophets  found 
in  these  things  symptoms  of  a  chronic  sickness.  Their  diagno- 
sis went  much  deeper  than  a  mere  attack  upon  social  injus- 
tices, magical  cult  practices,  and  foreign  policy.  They 
perceived  that  the  root  of  these  expressions  of  sin  was  a  funda- 
mental distrust  of  God  which,  because  of  a  long  history  of 
habitual  acts,  had  been  so  deeply  ingrained  in  Israel's  life 
that  it  was  no  longer  a  matter  of  conscious  intention.  As  Hosea 
tersely  said:  "A  harlotrous  spirit  has  led  them  astray,  and 
they  have  become  apostates  from  their  God"  (4:12).  R.  B.  Y. 
Scott  has  summarized  the  matter  in  these  words: 

The  basic  attitude  of  man  was  thus  optimistic  confidence  in  him- 
self and  in  the  way  of  life  he  had  devised  to  secure  his  satisfactions. 
He  felt  himself  autonomous.  He  was  sure  that  the  exercise  of  social 
power  after  the  fashion  of  other  nations,  together  with  divine  favor 
insured  by  many  and  costly  sacrifices,  were  adequate  to  attain  his 
ends.  He  refused  to  face  the  facts  of  human  suffering  and  social  de- 
generacy, or  to  believe  that  calamities  which  came  were  warnings  of 
final  doom.  He  gave  to  the  world  of  his  own  scheming  the  trust  that 
was  due  alone  to  Yahweh,  the  Maker  of  Heaven  and  earth  and  men. 
For  in  his  heart  of  hearts  he  believed  that  he,  and  not  Yahweh,  was 
in  control.  The  other  gods  whom  he  acknowledged  as  real  divinities 
though  subsidiary  to  Yahweh  were  fit  symbols  of  his  self-sufficiency. 
For  them,  too,  his  hands  had  made,  like  the  cities  where  their  proud 
shrines  were  built.^ 

Thus  the  prophets  were  iconoclasts,  men  who  sought  to 
smash  the  idols  in  which  Israelites  placed  their  trust,  to  the 

5  Op.  cit.,  pp.  114  f. 


THE  DAY  OF  THE  LORD'S  ANGER  107 

end  that  Yahweh  might  be  the  sole  center  of  Israel's  alle- 
giance. The  prophets  did  not  think  of  themselves  as  innovaters 
who  introduced  new  ideas  or  social  changes.  Doubtless  they 
would  have  been  shocked  if  they  could  have  known  that  cen- 
turies later  they  would  be  caricatured  as  social  reformers, 
spiritual  geniuses  who  were  ahead  of  their  times,  or  primitive 
philosophers  whose  insights  contributed  to  the  development  of 
monotheism  or  the  enrichment  of  the  God-idea.  We  must  be  on 
guard  against  modernizing  the  prophets  in  our  desire  to  accom- 
modate them  to  our  world  of  thought  and  concern.  Without 
exception  they  took  their  stand  upon  the  platform  of  one  con- 
trolling conviction:  Yahweh  had  chosen  Israel  and  had  entered 
into  special  covenant  with  this  people.  To  be  sure,  their  mes- 
sage contributed  a  deepening  understanding  of  Israel's 
election  as  the  covenant  demand  was  focused  anew  in  each 
historical  crisis.  But  their  primary  role  was  that  of  summon- 
ing revolting,  rebellious  Israel  to  the  covenant  loyalty  which 
was  the  inescapable  basis  of  her  life  in  history.  Elijah's  return 
to  the  sacred  mountain  of  the  Covenant  (I  Kings  19)  is  a 
symbol  of  the  spirit  of  the  whole  prophetic  movement.  Israel 
was  summoned  to  return  to  Sinai,  not  in  the  sense  that  the 
people  must  turn  the  clock  backward  to  the  nomadic  condi- 
tions of  a  more  primitive  age,  but  in  the  sense  that  the  Cov- 
enant of  Sinai  must  be  renewed  in  the  contemporary  cultural 
and  historical  situation.  The  prophetic  message  could  be 
summarized  in  the  words  of  Jeremiah,  spoken  in  the  name  of 
the  God  of  the  Covenant: 

Return,  apostate  children! 
I  will  heal  your  apostasy ! 

— Jeremiah  3:22 

The  Inescapable  Punishment 

"You  only  have  I  known  of  all  the  families  of  the  earth; 
therefore  I  will  punish  you  for  all  your  iniquities"  (Amos 
3:2).  This  was  the  "peal  of  thunder,"  as  George  Adam  Smith 
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says,  with  which  "the  storm  of  prophecy"  began.  To  be  known 
by  God  in  this  intimate  sense  was  to  have  all  of  life  exposed 
to  the  divine  scrutiny  (see  Psalm  139).  No  cultic  rites  could 
cover  up  the  real  motives  which  led  Israel  to  the  temples;  no 
commercial  prosperity  could  conceal  the  spiritual  sickness 
of  a  people  bent  on  independence ;  no  military  alliance  could 
hide  Israel's  trust  in  "flesh"  (Isaiah  31:1-3).  Contrary  to 
popular  belief,  the  prophets  proclaimed  that  the  Covenant 
did  not  guarantee  inevitable  victory  and  a  rosy  future ;  rather, 
it  gave  promise  of  a  dark  day  when  God's  anger  would  break 
upon  his  people.  Literally  there  would  be  no  hiding  place,  not 
even  at  the  altar  of  the  temple,  from  his  dreadful  presence 
(Amos  9:1-4;  cf.  Jeremiah  23:23-24). 

Given  the  persistence  of  Israel's  rebellion,  God  had  to 
act.  Sin  against  God  is  a  serious  offense  that  cannot  be  passed 
over  lightly;  for  God  is  a  jealous  God.  He  will  tolerate  no 
rivals  to  his  claim  to  rule  supreme  in  the  human  heart.  "No 
man  can  serve  two  masters.  ...  Ye  cannot  serve  God  and 
Mammon,"  as  Jesus  said,  similarly  expressing  God's  demand 
for  imdivided  allegiance.  The  "monotheism"  of  the  Bible 
does  not  provide  men  primarily  with  an  intellectual  belief  in 
terms  of  which  they  can  understand  all  of  life  as  being  com- 
prehended in  a  pattern  of  order  and  unity;  rather,  the  one-ness 
of  God  derives  its  meaning  from  the  recognition  that  the  Lord 
of  heaven  and  earth  makes  a  peremptory  claim  upon  man's 
will.  "Hear,  0  Israel,  the  Lord  our  God  is  one  Lord,  and  thou 
shalt  love  the  Lord  thy  God  with  all  thine  heart,  and  with  all 
thy  soul,  and  with  all  thy  mighf^  (Deuteronomy  6:4-5).  Jeal- 
ously the  one  God  demands  everything;  nothing  is  to  be  held 
back.  This  is  the  very  nature  of  the  covenant  relationship. 

Measured  by  this  "plumb  line,"  Israel  could  not  stand 
approved  before  her  God.  It  was  not  that  her  allegiance  was 
halfhearted ;  rather,  as  we  have  seen,  the  trouble  lay  with  the 
falseness  of  her  heart,  the  harlotry  of  her  ways.  Every  aspect 
of  her  life  was  symptomatic  of  treason  against  her  King. 
Therefore  disaster  was  inevitable,  as  all  the  pre-Exilic  proph- 
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ets  testified  unanimously.  Moreover,  the  inescapable  disaster 
was  not  understood  as  the  mere  consequence  of  disobey- 
ing an  impersonal  moral  law  which,  like  the  physical  law  of 
gravitation,  indifferently  hurts  those  who  foolishly  oppose  it. 
To  be  sure,  in  the  words  of  the  oft-quoted  proverb,  "they  sowed 
the  wind,  and  they  shall  reap  the  whirlwind"  (Hosea  8:7). 
Israel,  in  her  freedom,  was  held  responsible  for  sin  and  its 
consequence;  but  when  the  consequence  came  it  was  the  ex- 
pression of  God's  will,  the  manifestation  of  his  terrible  pres- 
ence. Israel  was  to  be  punished — a  word  which  implies 
intention  and  personal  relationship.  Outwardly  other  nations 
might  be  engulfed  in  the  same  catastrophes  as  Israel,  but  for 
Israel  the  event  would  have  the  inner  meaning  of  divine  judg- 
ment owing  to  her  unique,  personal  relation  to  the  God  of 
history. 

The  point  bears  emphasis  again  that  in  the  prophets'  mes- 
sage the  wrath  of  God  does  not  stand  in  contradiction  to  God's 
infinite  concern  for  his  people,  any  more  than  parental  dis- 
cipline of  a  child  means  the  cessation  of  love.  The  anger  of 
God  is  not  the  heartless  cruelty  of  a  tyrant,  or  the  sentence  of 
a  judge  who  coldly  metes  out  punishment  to  a  criminal.  The 
punishment  God  inflicts  upon  his  people  is  redemptive  in  na- 
ture. Its  purpose  is  that  Israel,  in  despair,  will  come  to  her 
senses  and  acknowledge  the  foolishness  of  her  ways.  This  is 
most  beautifully  illustrated  in  the  message  of  Hosea  where 
the  prophet,  using  a  metaphor  derived  from  the  family  rela- 
tionship, describes  God's  concern  for  Israel  as  that  of  a  father 
who  had  taught  his  son  to  walk,  who  had  tenderly  held  him  in 
his  arms,  and  who,  when  the  growing  son  rebelled,  suffered 
when  it  was  necessary  to  discipline  the  boy. 

When  Israel  was  a  child,  I  came  to  love  him, 

And  from  Egypt  I  called  him. 

The  more  I  called  them, 

The  more  they  went  away  from  me.  .  . 

But  it  was  I  who  taught  Ephraim  to  walk; 

I  took  them  up  in  my  arms; 
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But  they  did  not  know  that  I  cared  for  them.  .  . 

How  can  I  give  you  up,  0  Ephraim! 

How  surrender  you,  0  Israel!  .  .  . 

My  mind  turns  against  me; 

My  sympathies  also  grow  hot. 

I  will  not  carry  out  my  fierce  anger ; 

Nor  will  I  again  destroy  Ephraim; 

For  I  am  God  and  not  man, 

The  holy  one  in  the  midst  of  you; 

And  I  will  not  destroy. 

— Hosea  11:1-3,  8-9 

In  symbolism  drawn  from  human  experience,  the  prophet 
proclaims  that  both  wrath  and  mercy  struggle  together  in 
the  heart  of  God.  But  the  love  of  God  is  not  a  pampering  and 
indulgent  affection.  "Whom  the  Lord  loveth  he  correcteth, 
even  as  a  father  the  son  in  whom  he  delighteth"  (Proverbs 
3:12;  cf.  Hebrews  12:6).  Before  Israel  could  understand  the 
depth  of  God's  forgiveness,  his  people  had  to  know  the  reality 
of  their  sin,  the  fact  of  their  estrangement  from  him.  And  for 
some  strange  reason,  people  do  not  readily  acknowledge  their 
need  of  God's  love  and  their  dependence  upon  him  until  their 
self-centered  and  self-sufficient  way  of  life  has  been  shaken 
to  its  foundations.  Israel  had  to  discover,  as  Paul  did  later, 
that  God's  strength  is  made  perfect  in  man's  weakness. 

According  to  all  the  pre-Exilic  prophets,  God's  punishment 
was  to  come  in  the  form  of  an  invading  nation.  In  Isaiah's 
day  Assyria  was  approaching  the  zenith  of  its  power.  In  a  vivid 
passage,  the  prophet  describes  the  Assyrian  dictator  coming 
into  Palestine  at  the  command  of  God  for  the  purpose  of 
punishing  the  sin  of  his  people: 

0  Assyria,  rod  of  my  anger, 

And  staff  of  my  fury! 

Against  a  godless  nation  I  send  him. 

And  against  the  people  of  my  wrath  I  charge  him.  .  . 

—Isaiah  10:5-6 
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The  prophet  recognizes  that  the  Assyrian  is  unaware  that 
he  is  being  used  as  God's  instrument;  he  is  intent  only  upon 
fulfilling  his  own  proud  ambitions.  Therefore,  "when  the 
Lord  has  finished  all  his  work  on  Mount  Zion  and  Jerusalem," 
the  Assyrian  "rod"  will  be  cast  aside  and  his  pride  too  will  be 
shattered.  In  the  meantime,  God  is  using  the  terrible  suffering 
perpetrated  by  the  invader  to  bring  judgment  upon  the  self- 
sufficiency  of  his  own  people.  The  day  of  God's  wrath  is  as 
near  as  the  rumbling  of  Assyrian  chariots.  On  that  Day,  pro- 
claims the  prophet,  "the  haughtiness  of  man  will  be  humbled, 
and  the  pride  of  man  will  be  brought  low;  and  the  Lord  alone 
will  be  exalted"  (Isaiah  2:5-22).  As  Zephaniah  said  in  a  later 
period,  the  imminent  divine  event  would  be  a  day  of  darkness 
and  gloom  when  the  whole  land  would  be  "devoured  by  the 
fire  of  his  jealousy"  (1:14-18).  It  would  be  folly  to  resist  the 
foreign  nation  which  God  commands  (as  Isaiah  and  Jere- 
miah advised  Judah's  rulers)  because  such  resistance  would 
be  tantamount  to  an  attempted  escape  from  God's  righteous 
judgment.  Therefore,  submit  and  pay  tribute.  Let  the  invader 
come!  Military  crisis  is  not  primarily  a  call  to  arms;  it  is  a  call 
to  repentance. 

The  dreadful  manifestation  of  God's  presence,  said  the 
prophets,  would  mark  the  end  of  Israel's  rebellious  history 
and  the  beginning  of  her  acknowledgement  of  his  righteous 
rule.  Then  the  meaning  of  Israel's  tragic  history  would  be 
luminously  clear ;  for  when  nations,  appalled  at  the  destruction 
of  Jerusalem,  would  ask  "Wherefore  hath  the  Lord  done  thus 
unto  this  great  city?"  they  would  know  the  answer:  "Because 
they  have  forsaken  the  covenant  of  the  Lord  their  God,  and 
worshiped  other  gods,  and  served  them"  (Jeremiah  22:8). 
According  to  the  prophetic  view,  history  is  not  the  scene  of 
mere  human  activity  or  the  trampling  march  of  blind  power ; 
it  is  the  arena  in  which  God  makes  known  his  sovereignty 
through  acts  of  judgment.  And  it  is  the  arena  of  suffering  and 
frustration  because  man's  attempt  to  live  as  though  he  were 
God  always  defeats  itself. 
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It  is  noteworthy  that  whatever  else  the  pre-Exilic  prophets 
had  to  say  about  God's  uhimate  restoration  of  his  people  they 
were,  first  of  all  and  without  exception,  prophets  of  doom.  In- 
deed, the  readiness  to  speak  God's  word  of  judgment,  and 
thus  to  criticize  or  negate  the  accepted  "values"  of  society, 
seems  to  have  been  the  primary  credential  of  a  true  prophet 
of  Yahweh.  This  point  is  vividly  illustrated  by  a  passage  in 
the  book  of  Jeremiah  that  deals  with  Jeremiah's  controversy 
with  the  popular  prophet  Hananiah  (chapter  28).  Standing 
in  the  Temple  precinct,  the  latter  patriotically  was  promising 
a  happy  issue  to  the  military  crisis,  even  though  the  Baby- 
lonian king  Nebuchadnezzar  had  already  looted  the  Temple 
treasury  and  had  carried  away  one  group  of  exiles  into  foreign 
captivity.  Jeremiah,  however,  reminded  Hananiah  that  the 
prophets  of  Yahweh  who  had  preceded  them  had  prophesied 
"of  war,  and  of  evil,  and  of  pestilence"  (verse  8).  So,  true 
to  this  apostolic  succession,  Jeremiah  refused  to  prophesy  of 
peace,  victory,  and  prosperity.  The  first  task  of  God's  prophet, 
as  he  came  to  know  at  the  time  of  his  divine  commission,  was 
"to  root  out,  and  to  pull  down,  and  to  destroy  and  to  throw 
down" ;  only  after  God's  word  had  accomplished  its  destructive 
intention  was  he  "to  build  and  to  plant"  (1:10).  Thus  the 
prophetic  Word,  in  its  initial  impact  upon  society,  was  a  nega- 
tion of  all  false  securities  and  counterfeit  values.  Out  of  their 
experience  of  encounter  with  God  the  prophets  testified  that 
when  men  are  truly  known  by  God,  judgment  is  inescapable. 
There  is  no  hiding  place  from  his  wrath,  which  is  none  other 
than  the  holiness  of  his  love. 

We  may  pause  to  recognize  that  this  prophetic  note  is  basic 
to  the  faith  of  the  Bible.  Christianity  is  unique  among  all  the 
religions  of  the  world  because  it  sees  God's  judgment  falling 
not  only  upon  other  peoples,  but  first  and  foremost  upon  the 
chosen  community  itself.  The  Church  which  bears  Christ's 
name  is  fundamentally  a  community  of  sinners  who  know  the 
reality  of  divine  judgment,  even  though  this  community  also 
knows  the  grace  of  divine  forgiveness.  From  this  standpoint, 
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Christians  may  view  the  terrible  world  conflicts  of  our  period 
as  being  in  a  profound  sense  the  work  of  God  even  though, 
at  the  same  time,  these  catastrophes  are  the  consequences  of 
the  sins  of  modern  men.  Just  as  Isaiah  could  call  the  Assyrian 
the  rod  of  God's  anger,  as  Jeremiah  could  say  that  the  Baby- 
lonian conqueror  was  the  chosen  instrument  of  God,  or  as 
early  Christians  could  see  in  Titus'  final  conquest  of  Jerusa- 
lem God's  judgment  upon  Israel,  so  the  Christian  will  say  that 
God  "raised  up"  Hitler  to  bring  judgment  upon  the  corrupt- 
ness of  Western  civilization,  or  that  he  "raised  up"  Stalinite 
Communism  to  bring  judgment  upon  the  failure  of  Christian 
nations.  Though  these  sinful  agents,  in  both  cases,  are  destined 
to  be  cast  aside,  they  come  at  the  command  of  the  righteous 
will  of  God.®  No  man,  regardless  of  his  power,  can  success- 
fully boast  independence  of  the  Lord  of  history,  and  no  soci- 
ety, whether  Western  democratic  or  Eastern  Communistic,  can 
set  up  a  social  order  which  stands  outside  of  the  judgment 
of  God.  The  history  of  the  past  bears  eloquent  testimony  to 
the  element  of  judgment  in  human  affairs.^ 

According  to  the  prophets,  the  imminence  of  God's  judg- 
ment was  not  just  a  prediction  about  the  future;  primarily  it 
was  a  call  to  repentance  and  faith  in  the  present.  Just  as 
a  man,  warned  by  his  doctor  that  his  days  are  numbered,  is 
suddenly  confronted  with  the  crisis  of  the  present,  so  the 
knowledge  that  God  is  about  to  act  in  the  future  makes  today 
a  day  of  crisis.  It  is  an  eternal  Now,  with  an  intensity  of  ur- 
gency and  a  quality  of  meaning  that  cannot  be  measured  by 
the  beat  of  the  pulse  or  the  hastening  shadow  of  the  sundial. 
This  day — not  tomorrow  or  the  day  after — is  the  time  when 
God  makes  his  demand ;  this  day  he  sets  before  man  the  alter- 
native of  life  or  death,  the  blessing  or  the  curse.  Each  event 
becomes  an  engagement  with  God,  and  in  that  dynamic  mo- 


^  See  the  sermon  by  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick,  "God  Talks  to  a  Dictator,"  in 
Living  Under  Tension  (Harper,  1941),  pp.  172-181. 

^  For  a  Cambridge  historian's  discussion  of  this  matter,  see  Herbert  Butter- 
field,  Christianity  and  History  (Scribner,  1949),  chap.  3. 
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ment  a  man  is  asked  to  repent,  to  make  the  wager  of  faith,  to 
act  as  a  responsible  person.  Thus  the  prophets  spoke  to  their 
contemporaries  out  of  the  urgency  of  events  which  were  hasten- 
ing toward  God's  Day  of  Victory.  To  them  the  real  tragedy 
was  that  the  people  were  "at  ease  in  Zion"  and  blind  to  the 
character  of  the  crisis  in  which  they  were  involved.  Their  mes- 
sage was  a  sharp  rebuke  to  a  complacent  generation:  "Pre- 
pare to  meet  your  God,  0  Israel"  (Amos  4:12). 

The  prophets  were  not  at  home  in  their  age  because,  unlike 
the  usual  patriots,  they  saw  life  under  the  judgment  of  God. 
But  precisely  because  they  were  not  at  home  in  their  age,  they 
speak  to  every  age,  exposing  the  "eternal  dimension"  of  the 
present.  The  prophetic  message,  with  its  acute  urgency,  is 
profoundly  relevant  in  our  own  catastrophic  day,  even  though 
outwardly  the  historical  circumstances  and  cultural  setting 
have  changed  in  the  intervening  centuries.  The  prophets  shat- 
ter our  complacency  and  expose  the  meaning  of  the  crisis  in 
which  we  are  involved.  They  face  us  with  our  responsibility 
to  God  and  lay  bare  our  refusal  to  hear  and  obey  his  demand. 
It  is  not  difficult  to  translate  their  message  into  our  contem- 
porary situation,  but  the  land  cannot  bear  their  words  today 
any  more  than  in  Amos'  time.  When  those  with  power  insist 
upon  ordering  society  according  to  their  own  selfish  interests, 
reducing  human  beings  to  the  position  of  slaves  who  make 
men  rich  and  comfortable,  then  God  will  manifest  himself 
as  the  champion  of  the  weak  and  disinherited.  When  the 
Church  becomes  the  ally  of  the  status  quo,  harboring  outrages 
like  racial  segregation  within  the  institution  and  salving  her 
conscience  by  preaching  an  innocuous  gospel  of  "personal 
salvation,"  then  God's  indignation  at  the  scenes  of  worship 
blazes  forth  no  less  furiously  than  in  the  day  of  Isaiah.  And 
if  in  pride  and  sufficiency  those  who  hold  power  and  guide  the 
making  of  national  policy  refuse  to  hear  and  obey  the  de- 
mand of  God  in  the  atomic  age,  the  Day  of  the  Lord's  anger 
again  will  strike  terror  upon  the  earth.  Surely  the  prophets 
are  contemporaries — for  him  who  has  ears  to  hear. 
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Beyond  the  Judgment 

In  the  prophetic  message  the  Day  of  the  Lord's  wrath  is 
described  as  coming  inevitably.  This  was  no  fatalistic  inevita- 
bility, no  predetermined  kismet  which  had  to  be  because  God's 
prearranged  timetable  could  not  be  altered.  The  prophets 
spoke  to  responsible  people  who,  at  least  in  principle,  had 
the  freedom  to  avert  the  full  fury  of  God's  destruction  by  a 
redirection  of  the  will  toward  him.  We  are  not  saying  that 
the  Assyrian  armies  would  not  have  devastated  Palestine  if 
only  the  eighth  century  prophets  had  been  given  a  favorable 
hearing.  Israel's  change  of  attitude  would  not  necessarily  have 
prevented  Assyrian  aggression,  but  it  would  have  made  a 
difference  in  the  way  the  people  faced  the  political  situation. 
By  repentance  the  people  would  have  been  prepared  to  re- 
ceive the  divine  mercy  and  forgiveness  which  would  be  evi- 
dent in  a  time  of  disaster.  Even  Amos,  in  whose  prophecy  there 
is  scarcely  a  ray  of  hope,  insisted  that  if  Israel  would  only 
seek  Yahweh  in  repentance  and  faithfulness  perhaps  he  would 
be  gracious  to  a  remnant  (5:14-15).  But  the  prophets  did  not 
pin  their  hopes  on  Israel  having  a  change  of  heart.  Too  clearly 
did  they  see  that  the  decisions  the  people  were  making  had 
behind  them  the  habitual  ways  of  the  past,  indelibly  inscribed 
into  Israel's  society.  Too  realistically  did  they  see  that  Israel's 
history  had  gathered  such  a  momentmn  of  evil  that  no  human 
power  was  adequate  to  stop  its  inexorable  movement  toward 
the  precipice  of  destruction.  The  prophets  were  not  idealists. 
They  were  not  optimistic  about  the  possibilities,  humanly 
speaking.  Just  as  the  J  writer  in  Genesis  pictured  a  mythologi- 
cal flood  coming  as  divine  judgment  because  of  the  sinful  cor- 
ruption of  history  ("the  imagination  of  man's  heart  is  evil 
from  his  youth.  .  .";  Genesis  8:21),  so  also  the  prophets  en- 
visioned the  immediate  consequence  of  the  spiritual  condition 
of  their  society  as  being  God's  inescapable  judgment.  Though 
God  had  given  man  his  freedom,  man  could  not  misuse  that 
freedom  without  suffering  disastrous  consequences. 
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Scattered  throughout  the  prophetic  writings,  however,  are 
many  passages  which  anticipate  the  coming  of  a  New  Age.^ 
Scholars  believe  that  some  of  these  passages  have  been  added 
by  later  editors  in  the  interests  of  toning  down  the  harsh  state- 
ments of  the  prophets  and  making  their  literature  more  read- 
able and  usable  in  religious  services.  This  is  unquestionably 
the  case,  for  instance,  with  the  Appendix  to  the  book  of  Amos 
(9:9-15) .  But  not  all  the  passages  of  hope,  by  any  means,  can 
be  eliminated  from  the  prophetic  books.  The  prophets  be- 
lieved that  God's  punishment  was  disciplinary  or  redemptive 
in  nature;  therefore  beyond  the  manifestation  of  God's  judg- 
ment would  be  a  new  disclosure  of  his  mercy  and  forgiveness. 
Running  through  the  biblical  message  is  the  "two-beat 
rhythm,"  as  C.  H.  Dodd  aptly  puts  it,  of  judgment  and  re- 
newal, threat  and  promise,  doom  and  hope. 

This  twofold  theme  is  set  forth  magnificently  in  the  proph- 
ecy of  Hosea,  who  found  in  his  relation  with  his  estranged 
wife  a  parable  of  the  relationship  between  Yahweh  and  Israel 
(chapters  1-3).  Just  as  Gomer  had  proved  ujifaithful  to  the 
marriage  vow,  so  likewise  Israel — described  symbolically  as 
Yahweh's  wife — was  unfaithful  to  the  covenant  with  her 
God.  But  just  as  Hosea  reinstated  Gomer  in  his  home,  despite 
the  fact  that  he  had  every  legal  right  to  cast  her  out,  so  Yahweh 
once  again  would  betroth  Israel  unto  himself.  The  meaning  of 
Israel's  suffering,  according  to  this  prophet,  was  that  Yahweh 
was  leading  her  back  to  the  "wilderness"  (a  symbol  for  the 
despair  resulting  from  the  loss  of  self-government  and  politi- 
cal self-sufl&ciency)  in  order  that  he  might  "persuade  her" 
and  "speak  to  her  heart"  (Hosea  2:14).  It  was  not  God's 
purpose  to  destroy  utterly;  his  purpose  in  punishing  Israel 
was  to  shatter  her  pride  so  that  "as  in  the  days  of  her  youth, 
as  in  the  day  when  she  came  up  from  the  land  of  Egypt," 
she  might  respond  to  his  love  in  faithfulness  and  obedience. 


8  We  shall  return  to  the  prophetic  doctrine  of  the  "last  things,"  both  the  Final 
Judgment  and  the  New  Creation,  in  chapter  10. 
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Israel  would  then  find  her  perfect  freedom  in  capitulating  to 
the  sovereignty  of  God. 

In  the  prophecy  of  Isaiah,  the  hope  in  God's  mercy  led  to 
the  formulation  of  the  doctrine  of  the  Remnant  (Isaiah  10:20- 
23).  Though  God's  judgment  would  fall  severely  upon  the  na- 
tion, a  remnant  would  be  preserved  as  an  expression  of  the 
new  beginning  made  possible  by  divine  grace.  Here,  for  the 
first  time,  the  distinction  was  made  between  the  visible  Israel 
("Israel  according  to  the  flesh")  and  the  true  Israel  which 
Yahweh,  ever  faithful  to  his  Covenant,  would  not  abandon. 
In  a  profound  sense,  the  formulation  of  Isaiah's  doctrine  was 
"the  birth-hour  of  the  Church,"  that  is,  the  company  of  peo- 
ple who,  by  repentance  and  faith,  bear  witness  to  the  New  Age 
which  God  would  inaugurate.  Moreover,  Isaiah  seems  to  have 
been  the  first  prophet  to  anticipate  the  coming  of  a  Messiah — 
an  "anointed  One" — who,  blessed  with  divine  endowments, 
would  rule  over  reconstituted  Israel  (see  Isaiah  9:2-7; 
11:1-9). 

The  pictures  of  the  messianic  age  are  idyllic.  There  will 
be  no  more  war,  every  man  will  sit  in  security  under  his  vine 
and  fig  tree,  and  there  will  be  a  kind  of  "peace"  in  which 
every  man  in  the  redeemed  community  will  stand  in  dignity 
before  God  (Isaiah  2:1-4  and  Micah  4:1-5).  Even  nature 
will  be  marvelously  transformed,  so  much  so  that  it  will  no 
longer  be  "red  in  tooth  and  claw,"  and  once  ferocious  animals 
will  be  friendly  to  man  (Isaiah  11:6-9).  In  other  words,  the 
anxieties,  insecurities,  and  corruptions  of  history — ^which, 
according  to  the  Semitic  idiom,  nature  mirrors — ^will  be  re- 
moved in  consequence  of  man's  change  of  heart,  the  redirec- 
tion of  his  will  toward  God.  As  Isaiah  writes,  "The  land  will 
have  become  full  of  the  knowledge  of  the  Lord,  as  the  waters 
cover  the  sea." 

Finally,  Jeremiah,  in  various  oracles  and  dramatic  acts, 
gave  expression  to  the  hope  that  beyond  the  day  of  punishment 
would  be  a  day  of  renewal  and  restoration.  Probably  his  great- 
est utterance  was  his  description  of  the  "New  Covenant"  which 


118  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

would  lie  on  the  other  side  of  the  manifestation  of  God's  wrath 
(31:31-34).  The  background  of  this  prophecy  seems  to  have 
been  Jeremiah's  disillusionment  over  the  "Deuteronomic" 
Reformation  of  King  Josiah  in  621  B.C.  (see  II  Kings  22, 
23).  In  his  youthful  idealism  he  had  evidently  sympathized 
with  the  effort  to  bring  about  Israel's  regeneration  through 
the  official  enactment  of  laws  which  were  strongly  influenced 
by  prophetic  teachings.  He  came  to  see,  however,  that  a  formal 
relationship  is  not  necessarily  a  real  relationship  with  God, 
and  that  obedience  to  laws  written  in  a  book  cannot  settle  the 
question  of  whether  there  is  a  genuine  inward  response  to 
God's  demand.  So,  said  the  prophet,  at  the  "End"  the  old 
j|  Mosaic  Covenant  would  be  supersededby  a  Covenant  in  which 
I  God's  Law  would  be  written  oDLJtlie Jbeart.  No  longer  would 
knowledge  of  God  be  a  matter  of  mere  repetition  of  a  creed 
or  routine  instruction  in  a  past  religious  tradition;  rather, 
man's  knowledge  of  God  would  be  direct  and  personal,  even 
as  Hosea  had  prophesied  earlier  (2:19,  20).  It  is  wrong 
to  regard  Jeremiah  as  the  prophet  of  "individualism,"  if  one 
means  that  he  was  the  precursor  of  a  point  of  view  that  has 
dominated  the  modem  period  from  the  Renaissance  on.  The 
New  Covenant,  like  the  old  Mosaic  Covenant,  was  to  make  the 
people  once  again  a  "whole  family."  The  ancient  schism 
which  had  separated  the  Northern  and  Southern  Kingdoms 
would  be  healed,  and  "the  whole  house  of  Israel  and  the 
whole  house  of  Judah"  would  be  united  in  their  common  re- 
lationship to  Yahweh.  Jeremiah  stressed  the  inwardness  of 
the  covenant  bond  which,  ideally,  had  united  God  and  Israel 
from  the  first,  but  which  had  been  broken  by  people  who  sub- 
stituted ceremony  and  tradition  for  faith  and  trust.®  Above  all, 
said  Jeremiah,  in  the  age  of  the  New  Covenant  Israel  would 
know  the  deepest  dimension  of  God's  love:  his  forgiveness. 

^  It  is  true,  of  course,  that  this  message,  delivered  at  a  time  when  the  temple 
system  and  the  national  matrix  were  collapsing,  stressed  the  role  and  the 
responsibility  of  the  individual.  But  the  individual  is  never  understood  apart 
from  the  community,  either  in  the  Old  Testament  or  the  New  (where  there  is 
emphasis  upon  the  Church) . 
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"For  I  will  pardon  their  guilt,  and  their  sin  will  I  remember 
no  more."  Thus  God,  by  healing  men's  broken  relation  with 
him,  would  heal  the  wounds  and  divisions  of  Israel's  society. 
No  longer  estranged  from  God,  men  would  not  be  alienated 
from  one  another. 

Similarly,  Ezekiel  looked  toward  the  time  when  God  in  his 
grace  would  gather  together  the  scattered  bones  of  Israel  and 
breathe  into  them  his  life-giving  spirit  (chapter  37).  Beyond 
Israel's  doom  lay  her  resurrection.  Like  Jeremiah,  Ezekiel 
stressed  the  changed  inward  attitude  which  would  characterize 
the  restored  community  as  a  whole  and  every  individual  mem- 
ber of  it.  To  the  people  a  "new  heart"  would  be  given  and, 
faithfully  obedient  to  God,  they  would  enter  into  everlasting 
security  and  peace  (36:25  ff.). 

Let  us  gather  together  the  threads  of  this  discussion  in  three 
general  observations.  First,  the  New  Age  toward  which  the 
prophets  pointed  could  not  be  ushered  in  by  man's  efforts. 
The  prophets  knew  nothing  of  our  illusion  of  progress,  with 
its  assumption  that  man — ^by  means  of  education,  science,  and 
good  intention — can  build  a  better  world.  The  prophets  looked 
upon  a  society  which  was  incurably  ill,  spiritually  destitute, 
and,  save  for  the  grace  of  God,  hopelessly  lost.  It  was  not  that 
Israel's  intentions  were  bad.  On  the  contrary,  the  people 
thought  they  were  worshiping  God  and  the  rulers  were  engag- 
ing in  political  actions  aimed  at  protecting  the  country  from 
ruin.  Israel's  trouble  was  that  she  had  so  completely  strayed 
from  God,  following  the  devices  and  desires  of  her  own  heart, 
that  she  did  not  know  the  nature  of  her  spiritual  dilemma, 
and  even  the  prophetic  message  seemed  to  have  the  effect  of 
confirming  the  people  in  their  set  ways.  Tragically,  Israel 
appeared  to  have  lost  her  freedom,  the  capacity  to  respond  to 
God's  demand.  "Their  deeds  will  not  permit  them  to  return 
to  their  God,"  said  Hosea  (5:4).  Like  a  pathetic  man  who  is 
the  victim  of  amnesia,  Israel  had  lost  her  memory:  she  had 
forgotten  Yahweh.  Therefore,  nothing  that  the  amnesia  victim 
could  do  would  change  the  situation.  Divine  action  was  neces- 
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sary  to  bring  Israel  to  her  senses.  Her  lost  memory  could  be 
restored  only  by  the  severest  "shock  treatment." 

In  the  second  place,  the  prophetic  message  of  hope  for  the 
future  was  not  based  upon  an  estimate  of  the  political  proba- 
bilities of  the  day.  It  was  based  solely  upon  their  firm  belief 
in  God's  faithfulness  (chesed)  to  his  Covenant.  To  be  sure, 
Yahweh  was  not  bound  legally  or  mechanically  by  this  Cov- 
enant, for,  as  Amos  pointed  out,  the  divine  purpose  in  history 
was  not  necessarily  tied  up  with  the  survival  of  Israel,  as 
though  Yahweh  were  a  mere  folk-god  who  had  to  save  his 
people  in  order  to  save  himself  from  oblivion  (9:7).  Yahweh 
had  freely  chosen  Israel,  and  could  freely  reject  his  people. 
If,  then,  God  was  to  spare  a  remnant  and  ultimately  restore 
Israel,  this  would  be  an  expression  of  his  grace,  his  unmerited 
love.  Though  Israel's  faithfulness  was  fickle — "like  a  morn- 
ing cloud,  or  like  the  dew  that  leaves  early"  (Hosea  6:4) — 
God's  faithfulness  was  sure  and  constant.  This  was  the  basis 
of  the  prophetic  hope. 

Finally,  the  prophetic  message  shows  an  understanding  of 
God's  love  as  including  both  wrath  and  mercy,  judgment  and 
renewal.  Admittedly,  these  two  dimensions  are  never  com- 
pletely harmonized  until  the  New  Testament,  but  it  is  not  a 
simple  question  of  either-or  in  the  message  of  the  Old  Testa- 
ment. The  prophets  proclaimed  that  up  to  the  moment  of  their 
speaking  God  had  spared  Israel  because  of  his  long-suffering 
and  tender  concern  for  his  people.  And  while  Israel  could 
no  longer  escape  the  consequences  of  her  rebellion,  she  could 
be  saved  from  its  tragedy  if  in  repentance  she  would  acknowl- 
edge the  justice  of  God's  judgment  and  hope  for  the  new 
beginning  which  his  grace  would  make  possible.  In  the  pro- 
phetic message,  God's  punishment  is  essentially  redemptive. 
It  is  like  a  refiner's  fire  which  purges  out  the  dross.  When 
Israel's  pride  is  humbled  and  she  stands  in  the  wilderness  of 
despair,  then  God's  anger  will  vanish  and  he  will  "speak  to 
her  heart,"  bestowing  upon  her  all  of  the  blessings  of  his  love 
(Hosea  2:14-15).  Like  the  fugitive  from  the  "Hound  of 
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Heaven"  in  Francis  Thompson's  poem,  Israel  would  then 
realize  that  all  things  betray  her  when  she  betrays  the  Lord 
of  her  life,  and  at  the  end  of  her  long  road  of  rebellious  flight 
she  would  yield  to  his  chastening  love. 

All  which  I  took  from  thee  I  did  but  take, 

Not  for  thy  harms, 
But  just  that  thou  might'st  seek  it  in  My  arms. 

All  which  thy  child's  mistake 
Fancies  as  lost,  I  have  stored  for  thee  at  home: 

Rise,  clasp  my  hand,  and  come! 

Halts  by  me  that  footfall: 
Is  my  gloom,  after  all. 
Shade  of  His  hand,  outstretched  caressingly? 

Thus  the  prophetic  message  points  toward  the  future.  Ac- 
cording to  the  Christian  witness,  the  prophetic  hope  was  not 
finally  realized  until  God's  love,  including  both  judgment  and 
forgiveness,  was  given  its  deepest  manifestation  in  the  Cross 
of  Jesus  Christ.  It  was  he,  the  long  promised  Messiah,  who 
came  to  gather  together  the  Remnant  from  all  nations  into 
the  New  Israel.  It  was  he  who  gave  men  the  new  heart  and 
the  inward  Law.  And,  above  all,  it  was  he  who  fulfilled  Jere- 
miah's prophecy  by  uniting  God  and  men  in  a  New  Covenant. 
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The  Valley  of  Death^s  Shadow 


URING  A  DARK  HOUR  OF  World  War  II,  the  celebrated 
Austrian  writer,  Stephen  Zweig,  committed  suicide.  Having 
been  exiled  from  his  own  country  and  having  seen  the  foun- 
dations of  European  civilization  swept  away,  he  incarnated 
the  tragedy  of  many  individuals  who  faced  the  prospect  of 
survival  in  a  world  where  cherished  securities  had  been  de- 
stroyed. On  the  day  before  his  death,  he  wrote  a  letter  explain- 
ing the  reason  for  his  suicide:  "After  one's  sixtieth  year 
unusual  powers  are  needed  in  order  to  make  another  wholly 
new  beginning.  Those  that  I  possess  have  been  exhausted  by 
long  years  of  homeless  wandering."  ^ 

When  the  Pillars  of  the  State  Fall 

We  who  have  seen  the  pillars  of  nations  fall,  and  who  have 
heard  the  anguished  outcries  of  individuals  made  homeless 
and  spiritually  destitute  by  these  tragic  events,  can  appreciate 
imaginatively  Israel's  desolation  of  spirit  in  the  dark  days 
of  the  Babylonian  conquest.  The  fall  of  the  nation  in  586 
B.C.  was  a  disaster  which  cut  to  the  very  quick  of  Israel's  life. 
Jeremiah,  who  suffered  sensitively  with  his  people  and  wished 
that  it  were  possible  to  escape  the  prophetic  task,  was  an  em- 
bodiment of  the  tragedy.  Though  the  book  of  Lamentations 
was  not  written  by  him,  it  is  understandable  how  later  tra- 

1  Quoted  by  J.  L.   Hromadka  in  Doom  and  Resurrection    (Madrus  House, 
1945),  p.  26. 
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dition  could  ascribe  to  him  these  disconsolate  poems,  most  of 
which  are  written  in  an  elegiac  meter  appropriate  to  the  mood 
of  sorrow.  These  songs  of  lament  vividly  describe  the  con- 
ditions, physical  and  spiritual,  which  prevailed  after  the  de- 
struction of  Jerusalem.  Nowhere  do  we  find  a  more  poignant 
cry  of  anguish  than  these  lines  in  which  the  bereaved  City 
pleads  for  pity  upon  a  people  suffering  imder  overwhelming 
affiction: 

Is  it  nothing  to  you,  all  ye  that  pass  by?     behold  and  see 
If  there  be  any  sorrow  like  unto  my  sorrow,  which  is  done  unto  me, 
Wherewith  the  Lord  hath  afflicted  me  in  the  day  of  his  fierce  anger. 

— Lamentations  1:12 

Like  the  writer  of  the  twenty-third  Psalm,  the  victims  of  the 
tragedy  knew  what  it  was  to  walk  through  the  valley  of  the 
shadow  of  death. 

It  is  a  measure  of  the  vitality  of  Israel's  faith,  however, 
that  the  chosen  people  were  able  to  find  the  "unusual  powers" 
necessary  "in  order  to  make  another  wholly  new  beginning" 
after  long  years  of  homeless  exile.  Indeed,  the  destruction  of 
Jerusalem  marked  the  beginning  of  a  new  chapter  in  the  bib- 
lical drama:  the  chapter  of  Judaism.  Though  the  historian 
can  find  antecedents  for  this  new  phase  in  the  period  before 
the  fall  of  the  nation,  especially  in  King  Josiah's  "Deuter- 
onomic"  Reformation  of  621  B.C.,  the  phenomenon  of  Ju- 
daism, properly  speaking,  belongs  to  the  centuries  after  586 

B.C.^ 

Judaism  was  created  in  the  crisis  of  the  disintegration  of 
Israel's  national  existence,  the  destruction  of  the  political 
matrix  of  her  life.  Across  the  centuries  of  Judaism  fell  the 


2  For  purposes  of  convenience,  the  religion  of  the  pre-Exilic  period  may  be 
called  "the  faith  of  Israel."  This  faith  was  embraced  by  those  Hebrews  known 
as  Israelites,  whether  living  in  Samaria  (Northern  Kingdom)  or  Judah  (South- 
em  Kingdom).  Judaism,  however,  was  the  religion  of  the  post-Exilic  "Jews." 
Originally,  "Jews"  referred  to  residents  of  Judah  who  claimed  that,  in  contrast 
to  Samaria,  the  traditions  and  blood  of  Israel  had  been  kept  pure  in  their 
community.  In  time,  the  word  Jew  came  to  be  applied  to  all  those  who  adhered 
to  Judaism,  whether  in  the  Holy  Land  itself  or  in  the  Dispersion. 
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shadow  of  this  most  disastrous  event  of  her  history.  With  deep 
anxiety  Israel  was  forced  to  wrestle  anew  with  the  question 
of  the  meaning  of  her  history.  Prophets  had  warned  of  the 
terrible  disaster,  but  scarcely  anyone  believed  that  the  doom 
would  fall  so  "pitiless  and  dark."  When  the  heavy  blow  fell, 
shattering  the  foundations  of  the  sacred  City  and  scattering 
the  people  into  a  foreign  country,  faith  was  strained  almost 
to  the  breaking  point.  The  fact  that  Judaism  produced  the 
pessimistic  book  of  Ecclesiastes,  which  announced  in  melan- 
choly language  that  there  is  no  discernible  meaning  in  the 
tangled  skein  of  human  experience,  is  sufficient  evidence  of 
the  enormity  of  the  problem  of  suffering  in  this  period. 

The  book  of  Lamentations  takes  a  stand  with  the  pre-Exilic 
prophets:  the  terrible  disaster  was  the  judgment  of  God  upon 
a  faithless  people.  This  book  affirms  that  the  judgment  is  just; 
no  one  should  complain  about  the  inevitable  consequences  of 
his  sins  (3:39).  Yet  God's  mercies  are  "new  every  morning"; 
therefore  "it  is  good  that  a  man  should  both  hope  and  quietly 
wait  for  the  salvation  of  the  Lord"  (3:22-26).  But  Judaism 
was  not  satisfied  with  this  prophetic  treatment  of  her  suffer- 
ing. Previously  the  prophet  Habakkuk,  contemplating  the 
monstrous  wickedness  of  the  Babylonian  power,  had  raised 
the  question  as  to  why  God  allowed  the  wicked  to  be  so  pros- 
perous and  to  carry  the  punishment  of  the  chosen  people  to 
such  terrible  extremes  (chapter  1).  Habakkuk  was  willing  to 
take  his  stand  upon  his  watchtower  and  wait  patiently  for 
Yahweh's  answer  to  his  complaint,  an  answer  which  finally 
came  in  the  words  "The  righteous  shall  live  by  faith  [faith- 
fulness]," by  trustful  and  patient  acceptance  of  God's  sov- 
ereignty (2:1-5).  But  Habakkuk's  question  could  not  be 
silenced,  especially  in  a  period  when  the  old  national  matrix 
was  gone  and  the  problem  of  the  fate  of  the  individual  within 
the  community  clamored  for  attention.  As  Butterfield  ob- 
serves: 

This  whole  idea  of  judgment  seems  generally  to  be  adapted  to 
peoples  regarded  in  their  corporate  capacity,  and  it  marks  that  form 
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of  Old  Testament  teaching  which  envisaged,  not  individuals  so  much, 
but  rather  the  solidarity  of  a  whole  nation,  while  at  the  same  time 
the  condemnation  is  addressed  not  to  this  man  or  that  party  but  to 
the  sins  of  the  nation  as  a  body,  the  people  as  a  whole.  Such  an  idea 
might  help  to  explain  why  great  human  systems  collapsed  and  why 
great  powers  have  sometimes  been  brought  to  their  doom  when  noth- 
ing in  the  world  seemed  capable  of  resisting  them;  but,  far  from 
explaining,  it  only  brings  out  into  greater  relief  the  crucial  ethical 
problem  that  provoked  some  of  the  principal  thought  of  the  Old 
Testament,  namely  the  case  of  a  weak  people  submerged  by  cata- 
clysm— the  helpless  prey  of  a  cruel  aggressor.^ 

So  Judaism's  haunting  problem  came  to  be  theodicy,  the 
problem  of  the  righteousness  of  God.  One  of  Judaism's  most 
characteristic  questions  was:  why  do  the  wicked  prosper  and 
the  righteous  suffer?  The  problem  is  raised  in  many  of  the 
psalms,  is  present  in  the  book  of  Ecclesiastes,  and  reaches 
its  climactic  statement  in  the  book  of  Job.  It  has  continued  to 
torture  the  religious  mind  throughout  the  ages,  not  least  of 
all  in  our  own  time.  This  chapter  will  not  pretend  to  give  an 
answer  to  what  will  always  be  an  insoluble  mystery,  but  we 
shall  attempt  to  see  why  Judaism  by  its  very  nature  understood 
the  question  in  this  particular  way.  The  discussion  will  prove 
relevant  to  our  thinking  and  living  because  usually  we  insist 
on  framing  the  question  in  similar  terms :  why  do  "good  peo- 
ple" suffer? 

By  the  Rivers  of  Babylon 

The  evidence  from  archaeology  indicates  that  the  destruc- 
tion of  Judah  was  complete.  During  the  Babylonian  blitz 
every  major  city  and  fortress  of  Judah  was  destroyed,  at  the 
price  of  the  wholesale  slaughtering  of  people.  The  renowned 
archaeologist,  W.  F.  Albright,  points  out  that  excavations  in 
Palestine  have  confirmed  the  accuracy  of  the  account  found 
in  II  Kings  24  and  25.  He  writes: 


3  Herbert  Butterfield,  Christianity  and  History  (Scribner,  1949),  p.  62. 
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Many  towns  were  destroyed  at  the  beginning  of  the  sixth  century 
B.C.  and  never  again  occupied;  others  were  destroyed  at  that  time 
and  partly  reoccupied  at  some  later  date;  still  others  were  destroyed 
and  reoccupied  after  a  long  period  of  abandonment.  .  .  .  There  is  not 
a  single  known  case  where  a  town  of  Judah  proper  was  continuously 
occupied  through  the  exilic  period.* 

All  but  the  poorest  people  of  the  land  were  carried  away 
into  Babylonian  captivity  in  two  major  deportations,  one  in 
597  B.C.  and  the  other  in  586  B.C.  The  kingdom  of  Judah  was 
blotted  off  the  map. 

A  later  psalmist  recalls  the  mood  of  despair  and  home- 
sickness which  settled  down  upon  the  "displaced  persons" 
from  Judah: 

By  the  rivers  of  Babylon, 

There  we  sat  down,  and  wept, 

When  we  remembered  Zion. 

Upon  the  poplars,  in  the  midst  of  her. 

We  hung  up  our  harps. 

—Psalm  137:1-2 

The  sun  of  Israel's  hope  had  been  eclipsed.  Captives  who 
longed  for  their  homeland  could  neither  engage  in  mirth  nor 
"sing  the  Lord's  songs  in  a  strange  land."  The  spiritual  crisis 
was  acute.  Had  God  forgotten  his  promise  to  Abraham?  Had 
he  deserted  his  people  after  subjecting  them  to  the  most  ter- 
rible punishment?  Two  prophets  interpreted  the  meaning  of 
the  historical  tragedy  to  the  exiles:  Ezekiel  and  the  "Un- 
known Prophet." 

According  to  the  witness  of  the  book  which  bears  his  name, 
Ezekiel,  a  priest  of  Jerusalem,  was  among  the  exiles  carried 
away  in  597  B.C.  as  a  result  of  the  first  Babylonian  invasion. 
With  a  number  of  other  "DP's"  he  settled  down  in  Tel-abib,  a 
town  not  far  from  Babylon,  where  he  seems  to  have  kept  in 
touch  with  events  taking  place  back  in  Palestine.  Before  the 
fall  of  Jerusalem  (from  593  to  586  B.C.)  he  was  consistently 

*  The  Archaeology  of  Palestine  (Pelican  Books  A199,  1949) ,  pp.  141-142. 
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a  prophet  of  doom,  like  other  pre-Exilic  prophets.  The  first 
part  of  the  book  (chapters  1-24)  describes  the  sin  of  Israel 
and  the  imminence  of  divine  judgment.  In  particular,  Eze- 
kiel  addressed  himself  to  the  growing  problem  of  theodicy 
by  challenging  the  popular  interpretation  of  the  impending 
calamity  summed  up  in  the  proverb :  "The  fathers  have  eaten 
sour  grapes  and  the  children's  teeth  are  set  on  edge."  Those 
who  detach  Ezekiel's  teaching  on  "individual  responsibility" 
from  the  context  of  his  whole  message  often  caricature  him 
as  a  prophet  of  individualism  who  ignores  the  fateful  influ- 
ence upon  the  individual  of  historical  forces  and  social  en- 
vironment. But  here,  as  in  the  case  of  Jeremiah's  prophecy 
of  the  New  Covenant,  we  must  not  separate  the  role  of  the  in- 
dividual from  the  destiny  of  the  community.  Taken  as  a 
whole,  the  gist  of  Ezekiel's  message  was  this:  Israel  was  car- 
eening wildly  toward  destruction  because  of  a  momentum  of 
evil  as  old  as  her  history.  But  Ezekiel's  generation  could 
not  evade  its  involvement  in  the  corrupt  situation  by  shifting 
the  blame  to  previous  generations.  Every  man,  said  Ezekiel, 
is  responsible  for  the  consequences  of  his  own  sin.  "The  soul 
that  sinneth,  it  shall  die"  (see  chapter  18).  Translated  into 
our  language,  this  would  mean  that  the  generation  which  felt 
the  full  brunt  of  the  second  World  War  cannot  cynically  shift 
the  blame  to  a  previous  generation  which  failed  at  Versailles. 
We  do,  of  course,  inherit  the  consequences  of  past  failures, 
and  in  any  historical  reckoning  must  pay  the  penalty  for  an- 
cient wrongs ;  but  every  individual  is  held  accountable  for  his 
own  life — a  life  which  has  been  fatefully  fashioned  by  the 
past  but  which  is  also  his  own  making.  It  is  easy  to  see,  how- 
ever, that  Ezekiel's  emphasis  upon  individual  responsibility 
would  only  thrust  the  problem  of  theodicy  into  bold  relief, 
especially  if  an  individual,  like  Job,  were  to  claim  innocence 
or  righteousness  before  God.  We  shall  return  to  this  in  a  later 
passage. 

When  Ezekiel  received  the  news  of  the  fall  of  Jerusalem, 
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his  message  suddenly  changed  from  doom  to  comfort  and  hope 
(chapters  33-48).  During  the  remaining  years  of  his  prophetic 
career  (586-571  B.C.)  he  proclaimed  the  restoration  and 
redemption  which  God  in  his  grace — ^that  is,  for  his  Name's 
sake  (cf.  36:22) — ^would  make  possible.  The  exiles  were  re- 
minded that  God's  purpose  could  not  be  defeated  by  Israel's 
rebellion.  Eventually  he  would  restore  the  remnant  of  the 
people,  purified  by  suffering,  to  their  country  where  they 
would  be  given  the  new  heart  necessary  for  fulfilling  the 
obligations  of  the  Covenant.  Though  there  was  at  the  time  no 
basis  for  this  hope,  save  the  confidence  that  Yahweh  was  faith- 
ful to  the  Covenant  in  spite  of  Israel's  disloyalty,  Ezekiel 
assured  his  countrymen  that  a  new  divine  miracle  would  be 
performed  in  history:  Israel  would  be  resurrected  from  the 
grave  and  would  be  given  new  life  (37:1-14).  In  particular, 
the  new  order  would  be  a  holy  community,  with  an  ordered 
priesthood  and  regular  sacrificial  ceremonies.  The  blueprint 
of  the  Temple-centered  religious  community,  found  in  chap- 
ters 40-48,  represents  the  priest's  dream  of  the  realization  of 
God's  Kingdom  on  earth.  This  priestly  Utopia  increasingly 
became  the  concern  of  Judaism.  It  is  not  without  reason  that 
Ezekiel  has  often  been  called  "the  father  of  Judaism." 

Ezekiel  is  unique  in  that  his  Exilic  ministry  spanned  the 
cataclysmic  years  before  and  after  the  fall  of  Jerusalem.  In 
the  political  convulsions  of  the  time  he  saw  the  activity  of 
God  who  not  only  wrecks  and  ruins  but  also  builds  and  plants. 
The  promise  for  the  future  reached  an  even  greater  pitch  of 
expectancy  in  the  message  of  a  second  prophet  of  the  Exile 
whose  name  is  unknown.  Because  his  writings  are  found  in 
the  last  part  of  the  present  book  of  Isaiah,  the  Unknown 
Prophet  is  usually  called  "Second  Isaiah."  If  any  conclusion 
of  biblical  criticism  is  established  beyond  dispute,  it  is  that  the 
last  part  of  the  book  of  Isaiah  (Isaiah  40-55;  some  scholars 
put  all  of  40-66  in  this  category)  does  not  belong  to  the  Isaiah 
gi  the  eighth  century  B.c.^  but  come?  from  another  prophet 
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who  lived  during  the  final  years  of  the  Babylonian  period 
when  Persia  was  on  the  verge  of  asserting  world  supremacy, 
probably  about  540  B.c.^ 

Briefly,  this  is  the  background  of  Second  Isaiah's  prophetic 
ministry.  The  Babylonian  empire  proved  to  be  virtually  co- 
extensive with  the  long  reign  of  one  king,  Nebuchadnezzar. 
His  death  in  562  B.C.  marked  the  beginning  of  the  end.  In 
550  B.C.  a  new  figure  appeared  on  the  international  horizon: 
Cyrus,  king  of  a  small  vassal  state  of  Media.  In  that  year  he 
seized  the  rulership  of  all  Persia  and  began  his  invincible 
march  westward.  One  by  one  all  major  fortresses  yielded  to 
his  armies,  and  it  soon  became  apparent  that  the  Babylonian 
line  of  defense  would  crumple  under  his  attack.  In  538  B.C. 
he  triumphantly  entered  the  city  of  Babylon,  and  thus  inaug- 
urated the  brilliant  Persian  empire  which  was  destined  to  last 
until  the  battle  of  Issus  (333  B.C.)  when  Alexander  the  Great 
was  victorious  over  Persia. 

Against  the  background  of  these  spectacular  developments, 
and  in  particular  just  before  Cyrus'  deathblow  to  Babylon, 
Second  Isaiah  proclaimed  to  despairing  exiles  the  triumph  of 
God's  purpose  in  history.  In  contrast  to  earlier  prophets  who 
had  described  foreign  monarchs  as  the  instruments  of  God's 
anger,  this  poet-prophet  hailed  Cyrus  as  God's  "anointed  one" 
(Hebrew:  "messiah";  cf.  45:1)  who  would  be  the  instrument 
in  the  release  and  redemption  of  Israel.  The  fifteen  chapters 
of  his  prophecy  ring  with  a  tone  of  comfort  and  hope.  The 
language  is  rhapsodic.  The  keynote  of  his  message  is  stated  at 
the  very  opening  of  chapter  40: 


5  These  chapters  cannot  be  assigned  to  Isaiah  of  Jerusalem  (740-700  B.C.) 
for  the  following  reasons:  (1)  The  historical  situation  is  radically  different: 
the  Temple  is  destroyed,  the  cities  of  Judah  are  in  ruins,  Babylonia — not  As- 
syria— is  the  world  power,  and  Cyrus,  the  Persian  monarch,  is  explicitly  men- 
tioned (44:28;  45:1).  (2)  The  style  of  the  poems  is  much  more  lyrical  and 
the  vocabulary  is  indicative  of  different  authorship.  (3)  The  divine  judgment,  in 
contrast  to  Isaiah's  message,  lies  in  the  past,  and  the  period  of  restoration  is 
proclaimed  to  be  near  at  hand, 
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Comfort  ye,  comfort  ye  my  people, 

Saith  your  God. 

Speak  ye  comfortably  to  Jerusalem, 

And  cry  unto  her, 

That  her  warfare  is  accomplished. 

That  her  iniquity  is  pardoned: 

For  she  hath  received  of  the  Lord's  hand 

Double  for  all  her  sins. 

This  prophet  views  the  role  of  the  chosen  people  against  the 
panorama  of  a  world  drama  governed  by  the  power  and  pur- 
pose of  God,  and  in  the  perspective  of  the  whole  creation 
which  manifests  the  glory  and  handiwork  of  the  Creator.  If 
this  was  Israel's  God — ^the  Lord  of  all  history  and  the  Creator 
of  the  ends  of  the  earth — then  surely  there  was  no  need  for 
Jewish  exiles  to  be  downcast!  His  purpose  had  been  manifested 
majestically  in  the  long  range  of  Israel's  history  as  far  back 
as  the  time  of  Abraham;  his  purpose  was  evident  even  in  the 
terrible  ordeal  of  suffering  which  the  defeated  people  had 
experienced  at  the  hand  of  Babylonia ;  and,  above  all,  his  pur- 
pose would  be  declared  unto  the  whole  world  by  the  release 
of  the  chosen  people  from  captivity  in  order  that,  singing 
and  rejoicing,  they  might  return  along  a  supernaturally  pre- 
pared highway  leading  to  Palestine.  This  was  the  religious 
meaning  of  the  rise  of  Cyrus!  We  must  emphasize  that  Second 
Isaiah's  message  of  hope  was  not  based  merely  upon  an  analy- 
sis of  the  political  probabilities  of  the  day;  it  was  based  pri- 
marily upon  the  belief  in  God's  grace,  his  faithfulness 
(chesed)  to  his  Covenant  with  Israel  (40:8;  54:10). 

Nowhere  in  the  whole  Old  Testament  is  there  a  deeper 
understanding  of  the  meaning  of  Israel's  suffering.  No  other 
prophet  of  the  Old  Testament  so  clearly  understands  the  mean- 
ing of  the  election  of  Israel  and  the  Promise  to  Abraham.  To 
Second  Isaiah,  Israel's  journey  through  the  valley  of  the 
shadow  of  death  was  not  merely  a  sign  of  God's  chastisement 
of  a  sinful  people,  as  previous  prophets  had  declared.  To  be 
sure,  that  was  part  of  the  meaning  of  her  suffering.  At  last, 
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however,  the  divine  judgment  had  fallen  and,  at  the  point  of 
despair,  Israel  was  in  a  position  to  receive  the  free  gift  of 
God's  grace,  the  renewal  of  his  forgiveness,  the  opportunity 
for  a  new  beginning.  The  deeper  significance  of  Israel's  suffer- 
ing was  that  in  this  way  God  was  manifesting  the  sovereignty 
of  his  love  over  all  mankind.  Israel's  suffering  was  vicarious ; 
it  was  borne  for  others.  This  is  the  theme  of  one  of  the  "Ser- 
vant" poems — the  magnificent  passage  found  in  Isaiah  52:13- 
53:12.^  Moved  by  Israel's  witness  to  God's  redemptive  activity 
in  history,  the  nations  confess  that  the  tiny  nation  they  had 
scorned  was  actually  suffering  all  the  while  in  their  stead. 

Yet  it  was  our  pains  that  he  bore, 

Our  sorrows  that  he  carried; 

While  we  accounted  him  stricken, 

Smitten  by  God,  and  afflicted. 

He  was  wounded  for  our  transgressions, 

He  was  crushed  for  our  iniquities; 

The  chastisement  of  our  welfare  was  upon  him, 

And  through  his  stripes  we  were  healed. 

All  we  like  sheep  had  gone  astray, 

We  had  turned  everyone  to  his  own  way; 

And  the  Lord  made  to  light  upon  him 

The  guilt  of  us  all.  _j^^.^^  ^^_^ 

The  Christian  Church  later  found  in  this  passage  a  descrip- 
tion of  the  role  of  Jesus,  the  true  Servant  of  God  who  fulfilled 
the  vocation  which  Israel  had  rejected.  It  is  probable,  however, 
that  in  this  passage  Second  Isaiah  did  not  envision  a  coming 
messiah;  rather,  he  was  plumbing  the  deep  meaning  of  Israel's 
pain.  The  modern  Jewish  poet,  Robert  Nathan,  has  caught 
something  of  the  meaning  of  the  Suffering  Servant  in  these 

lines: 

These  are  the  chosen  people.  He  has  set 

Upon  their  brow  the  diadem  of  thorn, 

The  one  imperishable  coronet, 

The  crown  of  pain,  the  briar  branch  of  scorn. 

^  The  other  Servant  poems  are  found  in  42:1-4;  49:1-6;  50:4-9. 
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Around  their  shoulders  He  has  hung  His  scrolls, 

Dark  as  the  desert,  yellow  as  the  light; 

His  is  the  voice  of  ages  in  their  souls, 

The  burning  bush,  the  pillar  in  the  night. 

These  are  the  chosen;  He  has  named  them  all. 

None  can  escape  the  poison  of  His  grace. 

Or  ever  ease  the  everlasting  smart. 

It  is  for  them,  the  honey  and  the  gall, 

To  be  the  wakeful,  the  abiding  race. 

And  guard  the  wells  of  pity  of  the  heart.^ 

For  Second  Isaiah,  however,  the  role  of  the  Servant  Israel 
was  not  merely  to  "guard  the  wells  of  pity  of  the  heart."  The 
Suffering  Servant  had  been  given  a  world  mission.  God  had 
chosen  this  people  in  order  that  they  might  be  obedient,  obe- 
dient even  unto  suffering  and  death,  and  thereby  be  his  agent 
in  bringing  blessing  and  salvation  to  all  the  earth.  This  was 
Israel's  high  destiny,  her  true  vocation.  Here  we  stand  at  the 
highest  peak  of  the  Old  Testament  revelation. 

Both  Ezekiel  and  Second  Isaiah  in  different  ways  exerted  a 
far-reaching  influence  across  the  centuries,  although  with 
them  the  classical  era  of  Old  Testament  prophecy  came  to 
an  end.  Owing  to  the  tragic  development  of  post-Exilic  his- 
tory, Judaism  tended  to  stress  the  priestly  message  of  Ezekiel 
and  to  ignore  Second  Isaiah's  emphasis  upon  Israel's  mission- 
ary task.  The  situation  is  well  described  in  the  "Westminster 
Bible": 

The  former  [Ezekiel]  summoned  his  people  to  become  established 
again  as  a  God-fearing  nation;  the  latter  [Second  Isaiah]  called  them 
to  become  God's  instrument  for  revealing  His  glory  to  all  mankind. 
Taken  together,  these  two  callings  constitute  the  fullest  Old  Testament 
revelation  of  the  purpose  of  God  for  the  people  of  his  choice. ...  It 
was  the  final  tragedy  of  Israel  that  in  seeking  to  fulfill  the  first  of 
these  callings  in  every  detail  of  their  individual  and  corporate  life, 
they  gradually  lost  sight  of  the  second.^ 


"^  "These  are  the  chosen  people,"  Selected  Poems  of  Robert  Nathan  (Knopf, 
1935),  p.  18. 
8  Westminster  Study  Edition  of  the  Holy  Bible  (Westminster,  1948),  p.  12. 
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This  will  become  clear  as  we  turn  from  the  period  of  the 
Exile  to  the  post-Exilic  period  of  the  Restoration. 

Rebuilding  the  Foundations 

Second  Isaiah  had  given  assurance  that  the  Jews  would  be 
allowed  to  return  to  their  own  land,  rebuild  the  ruined  cities  of 
Judah,  and  re-lay  the  foundations  of  the  Temple.  All  this  was 
made  possible  providentially  under  the  benevolent  rule  of 
Cyrus,  who  has  been  called  "one  of  the  most  enlightened  rul- 
ers ever  to  appear  in  human  history."  He  reversed  the  severe 
policy  with  respect  to  captive  peoples  which  had  been  followed 
by  both  Assyria  and  Babylonia,  and  inaugurated  a  policy  of 
toleration.  Instead  of  deporting  conquered  peoples  into  an 
alien  land,  he  allowed  them  to  remain  in  their  home  countries 
and  permitted  them  to  maintain  their  cultural  and  religious 
traditions.  In  the  case  of  the  Jews,  he  issued  an  edict  granting 
them  the  privilege  of  returning  to  Palestine  if  they  so  desired. 
So  began  the  first  period  of  "Zionism,"  migration  to  the  Sacred 
City,  Jerusalem. 

The  main  historical  sources  for  this  period  are  the  books 
of  Ezra  and  Nehemiah,  a  continuation  of  the  Jewish  history 
set  forth  in  I  and  II  Chronicles.^  These  books  deal  with  a  cen- 
tury of  Jewish  history,  beginning  with  the  reign  of  Cyrus.  This 
source,  supplemented  by  the  books  of  the  prophets  Haggai 
and  Zechariah  (ca.  520  B.C.),  gives  us  a  glimpse  of  the  resto- 
ration of  religious  and  social  life  in  Judah.  At  first  the  situa- 
tion of  the  returned  exiles  was  precarious,  owing  to  poor  crops 
and  the  constant  menace  from  hostile  Samaritans.  However, 
spurred  on  by  Haggai's  reminder  that  no  improvement  could 
be  expected  as  long  as  the  Temple  was  in  ruins,  and  encour- 
aged by  Zechariah's  glowing  promises  of  the  future  security 
and  prosperity  of  restored  Jerusalem,  the  people  in  due  time 
set  about  rebuilding  the  Temple  during  the  years  520-516 


9  Scholars  believe  that  I  and  II  Chronicles,  Ezra,  and  Nehemiah  were  all 
written  by  a  Jewish  Chronicler  in  about  300  B.C. 
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B.C.  According  to  the  traditional  chronology,  Ezra,  the  scribe, 
led  another  expedition  of  exiles  back  from  Babylonia  to 
Jerusalem  in  458  B.C.  and  soon  instigated  a  great  religious 
reform  aimed  at  purifying  the  community  of  foreign  elements 
and  integrating  it  around  obedience  to  the  Law  of  God.  Still 
later,  Nehemiah  was  appointed  governor  of  Jerusalem  by  the 
Persian  king,  and  under  his  administration  the  walls  of  Je- 
rusalem were  rebuilt  (444-432  B.C.). 

Unfortunately  the  Old  Testament  history  of  the  Jewish 
people  breaks  oflf  abruptly  at  the  end  of  Ezra-Nehemiah.  The 
next  two  centuries,  the  fourth  and  third  B.C.,  are  almost  a 
complete  blank  to  the  historian.  Nevertheless,  post-Exilic 
Judaism  produced  a  vast  literature,  the  study  of  which  en- 
ables us  to  see  the  major  characteristics  of  the  pattern  of  life 
that  was  developing  throughout  this  period.  As  we  noted 
earlier,  the  Pentateuch  was  given  a  "P"  framework  and  can- 
onized about  400  B.C. ;  the  Prophets,  Former  and  Latter,  were 
annotated  by  Jewish  editors  and  finally  canonized  by  200 
B.C.;  and  a  third  collection  of  miscellaneous  writings  was 
brought  together  toward  the  close  of  the  second  century  B.C., 
though  the  extent  of  this  third  section  of  the  Old  Testament 
was  not  finally  settled  until  the  discussions  of  the  great  Jew- 
ish Council  at  Jamnia  in  A.D.  90  when  controversies  with 
Christians  forced  a  decision  on  the  limits  of  Jewish  Scripture. 
In  the  Hebrew  Bible  the  books  of  the  Writings  are  arranged 
as  follows: 

1)  Poetical  Books:  Psalms,  Job,  Proverbs 

2)  Five  Festal  Scrolls:  Ruth,  Song  of  Songs,  Ecclesiastes,  Lamen- 
tations, Esther  ^^ 

3)  "Prophecy":  Daniel 

4)  History:  Ezra,  Nehemiah,  I  and  II  Chronicles 

Thus  the  entire  Old  Testament,  as  we  now  have  it,  was  a 
product  of  the  period  of  biblical  Judaism.  Of  course,  much 

10  It  is  worth  noting  that  three  of  these  books — Song  of  Songs,  Ecclesiastes, 
and  Esther — got  into  the  canon  only  "by  the  skin  of  their  teeth,"  for  their 
inspiration  was  seriously  questioned  by  the  rabbis. 
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of  this  literature  reaches  back  to  the  time  before  the  rise  of 
Judaism.  Obvious  in  the  case  of  the  Pentateuch  and  the  Proph- 
ets, it  is  also  true  in  the  case  of  some  of  the  Writings.  For 
instance,  the  book  of  Psalms  contains  many  ancient  poems, 
even  though  the  Psalter  is  properly  regarded  as  the  hymn- 
book  of  Judaism.  Nevertheless,  in  its  present  form  the  whole 
Old  Testament — ^Law,  Prophets,  and  Writings — ^bears  the 
indelible  stamp  of  Judaism. 

Ezra  was  the  great  architect  of  Judaism.  Under  his  influ- 
ence the  returned  Jews  were  bound  together  into  a  compact 
and  increasingly  exclusive  community  something  like  the 
priestly  Utopia  which  Ezekiel  had  envisioned.  Essentially  this 
was  a  holy  community,  with  the  Temple  as  its  focal  point  and 
the  Law  as  the  norm  of  authority.  There  is  an  important  truth 
in  the  old  cliche  that  "Israel  went  into  exile  a  nation  and  re- 
turned as  a  Church."  No  longer  having  a  political  basis  for 
the  common  life,  the  Jews  found  the  matrix  of  their  historical 
existence  in  a  religious-ethnic  community.  According  to  Nehe- 
miah  8,  Ezra  read  "the  book  of  the  Law  of  Moses"  (perhaps 
the  P  Code)  in  the  hearing  of  the  people,  and  on  the  basis 
of  this  the  people  entered  into  a  solemn  covenant,  resolving 
to  separate  themselves  from  the  rest  of  the  world  by  rigorous 
obedience  to  God's  commands  and  strict  devotion  to  the  Tem- 
ple services.  Thus  in  the  institution  of  the  Temple,  Jews  found 
security,  in  obedience  to  the  Law  they  found  authority,  in  a 
priestly  order  they  found  the  basis  for  community.  Properly 
speaking,  Judaism  of  this  type  was  not  the  accomplishment 
of  any  single  man,  even  a  leader  as  great  as  Ezra.  Judaism 
was  essentially  created  out  of  the  crisis  resulting  from  the 
fall  of  the  nation.^^  Lest  we  become  hasty  in  our  criticism  of 
the  ancient  Jews,  let  us  remember  that  in  our  own  time,  when 
the  pillars  of  various  nations  have  been  destroyed,  people 
are  seeking  security,  authority,  and  community.  The  United 


11  This  point  is  forcefully  made  by  James  A.  Muilenburg  in  his  treatment  of 
Judaism  in  The  Vitality  of  the  Christian  Tradition,  ed.  George  Thomas  (Har- 
per, 1944) ,  pp.  24-35. 
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States,  faced  with  the  threat  of  Communism  from  without  and 
within,  is  now  attempting  to  preserve  "the  American  way  of 
life"  by  measures  no  less  harsh  than  the  severe  enactments 
by  which  Ezra  sought  to  preserve  the  purity  of  Israel's  tradi- 
tion in  a  time  of  aggressive  ideas  and  enemies. 

There  were,  of  course,  other  currents  in  Judaism  than  those 
represented  by  Ezra  and  Nehemiah.  Judaism  preserved  the 
prophets  and  eventually  canonized  them;  therefore  the  pro- 
phetic witness  was  never  completely  absent,  even  though 
prophets  of  the  stature  of  Isaiah  or  Jeremiah  no  longer  ap- 
peared. Moreover,  the  Temple,  though  central,  was  not  the 
only  religious  institution  of  Judaism.  Synagogues  were  lo- 
cated in  communities  outside  Jerusalem  and  throughout  the 
Dispersion,  and  in  them  a  distinctive  type  of  Judaism  devel- 
oped which  eventually  made  its  contribution  to  Christianity. 
In  time,  two  great  religious  parties  arose:  the  Sadducees  who 
represented  the  conservative  interests  of  the  Temple  of  Jeru- 
salem, and  the  Pharisees  who  represented  the  more  liberal 
and  flexible  tradition  of  the  synagogues.^^  Judaism  could  also 
produce  "wisdom"  literature  like  Job,  a  missionary  tract  like 
Jonah,  and  "apocalyptic"  literature  like  Daniel.  All  of  this 
indicates  that  Judaism  in  the  pre-Christian  period  was  not  a 
static  system  or  a  goose-stepping  religious  totalitarianism. 
Deep  in  the  life  of  Judaism  were  vital  forces  which  periodi- 
cally burst  to  the  surface  and  which  eventually  erupted  in  the 
form  of  Christianity.  Nevertheless,  the  Jewish  life  that  de- 
veloped in  Palestine  during  the  six  centuries  before  Christ 
increasingly  assumed  the  rigid  form  of  a  holy  community 
walled  off  from  the  world  by  ties  of  blood  and  religion.  Dur- 
ing a  time  when  outside  pressures  threatened  to  destroy  Israel 
and  her  religious  faith,  the  men  of  the  post-Exilic  community 

12  Besides  being  a  kind  of  priestly  aristocracy,  the  Sadducees  also  differed 
with  the  Pharisees  over  the  question  of  the  "Law  of  Moses,"  Sadducees  ac- 
knowledged only  the  authority  of  the  Pentateuch,  while  Pharisees  accepted 
both  the  Pentateuch  and  the  oral  interpretations  which  were  built  upon  it 
("the  tradition  of  the  elders";  Mark  7:5,9)  and  which  eventually  were  codi- 
fied in  the  Talmud. 


THE  VALLEY  OF  DEATH'S  SHADOW  137 

believed  that  their  well-being  and  salvation  were  dependent 
upon  meticulous  observance  of  the  commandments  of  the  Law. 
Judaism  canonized  Second  Isaiah,  but  ignored  his  message. 
The  meaning  of  Israel's  suffering  was  dealt  with  from  the 
standpoint  of  a  legalistic  religion. 

Life  Under  the  Law 

Earlier  prophets  had  foreseen  that  God  in  his  grace  would 
raise  up  a  remnant  which,  purified  by  suffering,  would  become 
the  nucleus  of  the  new  order,  the  divinely  established  King- 
dom. For  the  pre-Exilic  prophets,  however,  the  Kingdom  was 
always  about  to  come,  and  they  never  speculated  on  who 
would  be  members  of  the  remnant  which  God  would  spare. 
With  the  post-Exilic  Jewish  community,  the  situation  seems 
to  have  been  different.  As  George  Ernest  Wright  observes : 

The  returned  exiles  were  sure  that  they  were  the  remnant  about 
whom  the  early  prophets  had  spoken  (Hag.  1:12;  Zech.  8:6,12), 
and  they  believed  that  if  they  now  turned  to  the  Lord  with  greater 
zeal  God  would  establish  the  "golden  age"  with  them  as  the  princi- 
pal recipients  of  its  benefits. ^^ 

The  Priestly  Code  seems  to  assume  that  the  restored  com- 
munity was  in  the  same  state  of  holiness  as  was  Israel  in  the 
idealized  period  of  Moses.  We  may  wonder  how  the  priests 
could  make  this  tremendous  claim  when  prophets  of  a  previous 
period,  dealing  with  the  same  stuff  of  human  nature,  would 
have  been  apt  to  say  that  the  whole  social  fabric  was  dyed 
with  the  scarlet  of  sin  and  that  there  was  no  health  in  the  body 
of  Israel.  The  answer  is  that  the  men  of  Judaism  had  pledged 
themselves  to  keep  the  divine  laws  as  given  in  the  Pentateuch, 
and  believed  firmly  that  these  divine  ordinances  were  a  part 
of  the  inner  and  outer  fabric  of  the  community.  In  saying  this, 
we  are  not  suggesting  that  post-Exilic  Judaism  was  or  claimed 
to  be  perfect  in  the  sight  of  God.  Actually  Judaism  was  pro- 


13  The  Challenge  of  Israel's  Fcdth  (University  of  Chicago,  1944),  p.  91. 
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foundly  obsessed  with  the  awful  reality  of  sin,  even  as  it  was 
acutely  conscious  of  the  holiness  of  God.  But  the  point  is  that 
Judaism  claimed  to  have  in  its  priestly  institutions  the  cere- 
monial means  for  absolving  ritual  uncleanness  and  moral 
trespass,  above  all  on  the  Day  of  Atonement  (Leviticus  16; 
23:26-32;  Numbers  29:7-11)  when  the  sins  of  the  people 
were  "covered"  and  the  community  was  restored  to  a  state  of 
holiness. 

Fundamental  to  this  legalism  is  the  assumption  that  God 
has  revealed  his  will  in  a  code ;  he  has  measured  out  precisely 
what  man  is  to  do  and  not  to  do.  Thus  Judaism  had  a  yard- 
stick by  which  to  see  whether  the  community  measured  up  to 
the  attainable  standard  of  God's  will,  and  to  distinguish  be- 
tween the  "righteous"  and  the  "wicked"  within  the  community. 
Of  course,  the  influence  of  earlier  prophets  is  discernible  in 
the  Law  of  Judaism.  Besides  the  priestly  or  cultic  require- 
ments are  many  ethical  laws  which  show  the  humanitarian 
concern  and  social  passion  of  Judaism.  For  instance,  the  com- 
mand "Thou  shalt  love  thy  neighbor  as  thyself,"  which  ap- 
pears in  the  New  Testament  in  several  places,  is  a  direct 
quotation  from  the  book  of  Leviticus  (19:18).  The  priests  of 
Judaism  sincerely  thought  that  they  were  "putting  teeth"  into 
the  prophetic  teachings  by  incorporating  them  into  the  Law, 
just  as  in  an  earlier  period  King  Josiah  sought  to  implement 
the  prophetic-priestly  program  of  "Deuteronomy"  by  making 
it  the  officially  enforced  law  of  the  land.  Notice,  however,  what 
happened  when  the  prophetic  demands  were  incorporated  in 
a  statute  book.  Prophetic  teachings  about  justice  and  mercy 
became  goals  of  living  which  men  could  attain  by  sincere 
and  devout  effort,  and  thereby  receive  the  blessing  of  God's 
approval. 

From  the  perspective  of  legalism,  the  meaning  of  human 
experience  is  contained  within  this  simple  formula:  God 
rewards  obedience  to  the  law  by  giving  prosperity,  health,  and 
peace;  he  punishes  infraction  of  his  law  by  sending  suffer- 
ing, adversity,  and  untimely  death.  In  other  words,   good 
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fortune  is  a  sign  of  God's  approval ;  misfortune  is  the  concrete 
evidence  of  his  displeasure.  This  came  to  be  Judaism's  ortho- 
dox position. 

Let  us  see  how  this  doctrine  of  rewards  and  punishments 
applies  in  two  types  of  situations:  the  life  of  the  individual, 
and  the  lot  of  the  community  as  a  whole. 

The  Wheat  and  the  Chaff 

The  first  Psalm  beautifully  expresses  Judaism's  doctrine 
of  rewards  and  punishments.  This  hymn  extols  the  benefits 
that  come  from  studying  the  "Law"  day  and  night.  Indeed, 
the  Law  itself  provides  an  objective  standard  of  judgment  in 
terms  of  which  the  "righteous"  are  separated  from  the 
"v/icked,"  the  wheat  from  the  chaff,  the  sheep  from  the  goats. 
The  righteous  man  assures  himself  of  God's  blessings  by  dili- 
gently keeping  the  Law.  Consequently,  he  is  like  a  tree  firmly 
rooted  in  fertile  soil;  he  enjoys  security,  prosperity,  good 
health,  reputation,  and  influence  in  the  community.  The  un- 
righteous man,  on  the  other  hand,  is  the  one  who  foolishly 
disobeys  or  ignores  God's  Law.  Consequently  he  is  "like  the 
chaff  which  the  wind  drives  away" ;  his  life  is  insecure  and  his 
influence  passing.  Such  a  man  cannot  dare  to  stand  in  the 
congregation  of  the  "righteous,"  and  he  deserves  no  blessing 
from  God.  Christians  who  do  not  accept  this  easy  distinction 
between  good  and  bad  people,  and  who  reject  the  priestly 
doctrine  of  gaining  approval  before  God  by  good  works,  will 
read  this  Psalm  with  a  deeper  understanding  than  that  in- 
tended by  the  original  Jewish  writer. 

Many  of  the  Psalms,  for  instance  19:7-14  or  119,  express 
gratitude  to  God  for  the  revelation  of  his  Law  and  suggest 
that  obedience  of  the  Law  makes  one  the  recipient  of  God's 
blessings  in  this  life.  As  one  psalmist  puts  it: 

I  have  been  young,  and  now  am  old; 
Yet  have  I  not  seen  the  righteous  forsaken, 
Nor  his  seed  begging  bread. 

—Psalm  37:25 
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The  same  utilitarian  point  of  view  prevails  in  the  book  of 
Proverbs,  where  Judaism's  doctrine  of  rewards  and  punish- 
ments is  stated  in  a  number  of  homespun  maxims  (see,  for 
instance,  11:31). 

Probably  the  majority  of  religious  people  today  approach 
the  problems  of  suffering  with  a  similar  philosophy.  When  we 
accept  this  distinction  between  good  people  and  bad  people, 
we  too  find  ourselves  wrestling  with  Judaism's  problem:  why 
do  the  righteous  suffer  and  the  wicked  prosper?  The  facts  of 
experience  do  not  confirm  the  view  that  those  who  are 
"righteous"  are  granted  special  benefits  or  are  cushioned 
from  the  painful  shocks  of  life.  Many  of  the  Psalms  grapple 
with  this  question.  The  author  of  one  of  the  most  magnificent 
Psalms  (Psalm  73)  grasps  the  nettle  of  the  problem.  He  points 
out  that  his  own  righteousness  seems  to  be  of  no  avail:  he 
suffers  under  affliction,  while  on  every  hand  the  boastful 
wicked  prosper.  Why  is  this?  In  general,  he  clings  to  the 
answer  given  by  orthodox  Judaism:  the  wicked  stand  in 
"slippery  places";  their  comfort  is  momentary  and  they  will 
suddenly  come  to  an  end.  In  the  meantime  the  problem  re- 
ceives its  immediate  solution  in  the  psalmist's  deep  sense  of 
trust  in  God.  So  the  storm  of  his  mental  turmoil  quiets  into 
this  spiritual  calm: 

Yet  I  am  always  with  thee; 
Thou  boldest  my  right  hand. 
By  thy  counsel  thou  leadest  me; 
And  hy  the  hand  thou  dost  take  me  after  thee. 
Whom  have  I  in  the  heavens  but  thee? 
And  having  thee,  I  wish  nought  else  on  earth. 
My  flesh  and  my  heart  fail; 

But  my  heart's  rock  and  my  portion  is  God  forever. 

—Psalm  73:23-26 

In  the  case  of  the  author  of  Ecclesiastes,  however,  the  same 
perplexity  led  to  a  sense  of  futility.  Failing  to  find  any  dis- 
cernible meaning  in  a  world  where  distinctions  between  virtue 
and  wickedness  are  seemingly  ignored  by  God,  he  suggests  as 
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a  text  for  his  sermon:  "Futility  of  futilities,  all  is  futility." 
This  disillusionment  is  the  logical  conclusion  of  Judaism's 
legalistic  doctrine  of  rewards  and  punishments. 

It  is  worth  noticing  in  passing  that  Judaism,  as  represented 
in  Old  Testament  literature,  did  not  attempt  to  solve  its  prob- 
lem of  theodicy  by  postponing  the  payment  of  rewards  and 
punishments  to  a  future  life.  The  clearest  exception  to  this  is 
a  passage  in  the  late  book  of  Daniel  (written  about  168  B.C.) 
where  it  is  stated  that  in  the  final  day  of  the  resurrection  some 
will  awake  to  everlasting  life  and  others  to  everlasting  re- 
proach and  contempt  (Daniel  12:2-3;  see  also  Isaiah  25:8; 
26:19).  The  prevailing  view  of  the  Old  Testament,  however, 
is  that  when  a  man  dies  he  goes  to  the  shadowy  land  of  dark- 
ness called  Sheol,  where  personality  ceases  for  righteous  and 
wicked  alike  (see  Job  30:23;  Isaiah  14:9,  15).  Judaism's 
preoccupation  with  the  problems  of  this  life  made  theodicy  a 
poignant  issue. 

The  most  forceful  challenge  to  the  legalistic  framework  of 
Judaism  was  given  by  the  author  of  the  book  of  Job,  a  book 
which  may  have  been  written  about  the  time  of  Ezra  and 
Nehemiah.  In  the  prose  prologue,  Job — a  legendary  righteous 
man  (Ezekiel  14:14-20) — is  described  as  the  ideal  Jew: 
"perfect  and  upright,  and  the  one  that  feared  God  and  turned 
away  from  evil."  The  drama  begins  with  Satan's  taunt  to  the 
effect  that  in  view  of  the  obvious  benefits  which  Job  receives 
from  his  obedience.  Job's  serving  God  is  anything  but  dis- 
interested and  unselfish.  "Does  Job  serve  God  for  nothing?" 
Convinced  that  Job's  faithfulness  is  genuine,  God  gives  Satan 
permission  to  test  Job  by  afflicting  him  with  a  series  of  catas- 
trophes. In  a  short  time  Job  loses  everything:  family,  prop- 
erty, health,  and  above  all,  reputation  in  the  community.  His 
three  orthodox  Jewish  friends  come  to  comfort  him  as  he  sits 
pathetically  on  the  refuse  heap  of  the  village,  scraping  his 
sores.  At  this  point  the  book  changes  from  prose  to  poetic 
dialogue.  After  listening  to  Job's  lament  (chapter  3)  his 
friends  offer  the  simple  answer  to  his  troubles:  Job  must  have 
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sinned  to  bring  upon  himself  such  divine  punishment.  Job 
protests  his  innocence  and,  growing  bolder  and  bolder  as  the 
friends  monotonously  repeat  their  Jewish  orthodoxy,  defiantly 
accuses  God  of  perverting  justice.  His  indignant  accusations 
crescendo  to  a  climax  in  chapter  31,  where  he  reviews  his  life 
and  claims  that,  on  the  whole,  he  is  a  man  of  moral  rectitude, 
righteous  according  to  the  Law.  Then  God  answers  Job  out 
of  the  whirlwind  (chapters  38-41).^*  By  means  of  a  series  of 
ironical  questions,  Job  is  reminded  that  he  is  creature  and 
that  therefore  it  is  presumptuous  for  him  to  claim  that  he  has 
any  standard  by  which  he  can  stand  in  judgment  upon  the 
Creator.  So  Job  is  rebuked  and  silenced.  Finally  he  humbles 
himself  and  says: 

I  had  heard  of  thee  by  the  hearing  of  the  ear, 
But  now  mine  eye  seeth  thee: 
Wherefore  I  abhor  myself,  and  repent 
In  dust  and  ashes. 

—Job  42:5-6 

This  is  more  than  a  confession  of  inability  to  plumb  a 
mystery  that  lies  beyond  the  grasp  of  the  human  mind.  Job's 
final  word  was  one  of  repentance — acknowledgment  of  the 
presumption  involved  in  his  attempt  to  judge  God  by  the 
standard  of  human  morality,  the  pride  involved  in  challeng- 
ing God  to  use  his  omnipotence  as  men  would  do.  This  was 
tantamount  to  a  repudiation  of  Jewish  legalism,  which  had 
been  the  common  ground  on  which  Job  had  argued  with  his 
friends.  The  religious  error  of  Judaism  was  this:  not  only  did 
it  find  in  the  Law  an  objective  standard  by  which  the  "right- 
eous" and  the  "wicked"  could  be  distinguished;  it  also  pro- 
vided "righteous"  men  with  an  objective  standard  to  which 
they  could  demand  that  God  be  accountable.  This  is  the  final 
expression  of  human  pride. 


14  The  Elihu  speeches  (chaps.  32-37)  are  believed  by  scholars  to  be  a  later 
addition  to  the  book.  Notice  that  the  cycle  of  poems  comes  to  a  natural  ending 
with  the  last  verse  of  chapter  31:  "The  words  of  Job  are  ended." 
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The  book  of  Job  does  not  give  an  answer  to  all  our  ques- 
tions, but  it  does  challenge  the  assumptions  which  govern 
many  men  as  they  raise  their  questions.  There  is  no  neat 
correlation  between  good  fortune  and  righteousness,  and  mis- 
fortune and  sin.  This  point  was  made  forcefully  by  Jesus, 
according  to  a  story  found  in  Luke: 

There  were  some  present  at  that  very  time  who  told  him  of  the 
Galileans  whose  blood  Pilate  had  mingled  with  their  sacrifices.  And 
he  answered  them,  Do  you  think  that  these  Galileans  were  worse 
sinners  than  all  the  other  Galileans,  because  they  suffered  thus?  I 
tell  you,  No;  but  unless  you  repent  you  will  all  likewise  perish.  Or 
those  eighteen  upon  whom  the  tower  in  Siloam  fell  and  killed  them, 
do  you  think  that  they  were  worse  offenders  than  all  the  others  who 
dwelt  in  Jerusalem?  I  tell  you,  No;  but  unless  you  repent  you  will 
all  likewise  perish. 

—Luke  13:1-5 

In  other  words,  those  who  are  victims  of  cruel  tyranny  (the 
Nazi  ovens  at  Buchenwald)  or  natural  calamities  (the  Boston 
Night  Club  Fire)  are  not  to  be  regarded  as  being  more  sinful 
than  other  people  just  because  misfortune  has  come  their  way. 
Since  all  men  equally  stand  in  need  of  God's  forgiveness,  such 
tragedies  should  be  occasions  for  repentance.  The  mystery  of 
life  can  be  faced  only  in  personal  reliance  upon  and  trust 
in  the  omnipotent  God  who,  in  ways  past  our  comprehension, 
holds  the  destinies  of  men  and  nations  in  his  control.  This 
was  the  faith  of  the  psalmist  (Psalm  73)  who,  trusting  when 
he  did  not  understand,  affirmed,  "Nevertheless,  I  am  always 
with  thee."  It  was  Job's  solace  in  that  moment  when  his 
knowledge  of  God  became  not  mere  hearsay,  but  personal 
relationship.  And  above  all  it  was  the  experience  of  early 
Christians  for  whom  the  Cross  was  the  sign  of  God's  triumph 
and  who  therefore  counted  it  a  privilege  to  go  through  tribula- 
tion (see  Romans  8:31-39;  I  Peter  4:12-19). 


144  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

Israel  and  Her  Oppressors 

In  a  previous  chapter  we  found  that  Deuteronomic  editors 
treated  the  historical  traditions  of  the  books  of  Joshua,  Judges, 
Samuel,  and  Kings  in  terms  of  Israel's  covenant  with  God. 
The  Deuteronomic  historians  applied  the  doctrine  of  rewards 
and  punishments,  referred  to  above  in  terms  of  individual 
cases,  to  the  panorama  of  Israel's  history  from  the  conquest  of 
Canaan  on.  They  believed  that  "righteousness  exalteth  a  na- 
tion; but  sin  is  a  reproach  to  any  people"  (Proverbs  14:34). 
Therefore,  calamity  and  distress  were  visible  evidences  of 
God's  disfavor,  while  prosperity  and  peace  were  signs  of 
God's  blessing.  In  principle,  the  great  prophets  would  have 
agreed  with  this  interpretation  of  history.  But  when  prophets 
like  Amos,  Hosea,  Jeremiah,  and  Ezekiel  surveyed  the  past 
they  found  almost  a  consistent  record  of  defection  from  the 
Covenant.  Since  they  saw  in  the  present  little  evidence  of 
righteousness,  they  tended  to  view  all  of  Israel's  history  as 
corrupted  by  sin.  In  the  case  of  the  Deuteronomic  historians, 
there  was  a  greater  degree  of  optimism.  In  their  estimation, 
there  were  periods  in  which  "the  land  enjoyed  rest"  because 
the  people  were  faithful  to  God  (see  Judges) ;  and  there  were 
a  few  good  kings  (above  all,  the  good  king  Josiah  who  in- 
augurated the  Deuteronomic  Reform)  who  by  their  zealous 
devotion  to  the  Law  of  God  turned  the  hearts  of  the  people 
back  to  the  covenant  loyalty.  The  Deuteronomic  writers  were 
able  to  concede  that  peace  and  success  were  within  the  possi- 
bility of  attainment  for  one  reason:  God's  demands  were  ex- 
plicitly set  forth  in  the  book  of  the  Law,  and  therefore  capable 
of  being  obeyed  by  a  devout  generation.  Thus  in  the  intro- 
duction to  the  book  of  Joshua  (a  Deuteronomic  passage) 
Joshua  is  reminded  that  he  must  meditate  upon  "this  book  of 
the  law"  (that  is,  the  book  of  Deuteronomy)  day  and  night 
"that  you  may  be  careful  to  comply  with  all  that  is  written 
in  it;  for  then  you  shall  make  your  life  prosperous,  and  you 
shall  succeed"  (1:8). 
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The  men  of  Judaism  seem  to  have  claimed  that  the  ideal 
society — ^which  was  realized  sporadically  and  temporarily  at 
certain  times  in  the  past — finally  had  been  established  by 
God,  who  had  restored  the  exiles  to  their  homeland  and  had 
sent  leaders,  like  Ezra  and  Nehemiah,  to  order  the  Jewish 
commmiity  according  to  the  divine  blueprint.  Seemingly  the 
Jews  at  last  had  learned  the  lesson  of  their  past  history, 
namely,  that  obedience  to  God  brings  welfare  and  disobedi- 
ence leads  to  punishment.  They  turned,  therefore,  to  giving 
obedience  to  the  legal  prescriptions  of  Deuteronomy  and  the 
Priestly  Code,  confident  that  they  were  living  in  a  theocratic 
community  which  had  achieved  the  holiness  of  the  ideal  period 
of  Moses.  The  priestly  writers  of  the  Pentateuch  told  how 
God  had  revealed  the  pattern  for  the  holy  community  to 
Moses  on  Mount  Sinai.  The  author  of  Chronicles— Ezra— 
Nehemiah  revised  the  history  of  the  past  in  terms  of  the 
priestly  interests  and  institutions  of  the  Jewish  community. 

Just  as  the  facts  of  experience  failed  to  confirm  the  orthodox 
faith  of  Judaism  for  individuals  like  Job,  so  also  the  develop- 
ments of  history  failed  to  validate  Judaism's  faith  that  the 
holy  community  would  continue  in  peace  and  prosperity. 
Evidently  the  Jewish  community  was  relatively  safe  and 
secure  during  much  of  the  fourth  and  third  centuries  B.C.,  two 
centuries  about  which  we  know  very  little.^^  But  the  situation 
was  radically  different  in  the  two  centuries  before  Christ. 
In  333  B.C.  Alexander  the  Great  came  upon  the  international 
scene,  bringing  the  Persian  empire  to  an  end,  and  inaugurat- 
ing a  Greek  administration  which  sought  to  forge  cultural 
diversities  into  uniformity  by  superimposing  Hellenistic  cul- 
ture upon  the  ancient  world.  Lack  of  space  prevents  a  dis- 
cussion of  the  developments  which  took  place  at  the  death  of 
Alexander  in  323  B.C.  It  is  sufficient  to  say  that  the  Jewish 


15  However,  if  the  book  of  Esther  is  dated  late  in  the  Persian  period,  it  may 
contain  the  reminiscence  of  a  widespread  persecution  of  Jews  living  in  the  Dis- 
persion— a  persecution  which  may  have  been  felt  also  by  the  Palestinian  com- 
munity. 
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community,  having  built  around  itself  "the  barrier  of  the 
Law"  and  having  intensified  its  devotion  to  Jewish  traditions 
and  customs,  was  able  to  resist  this  external  pressure  for  a 
considerable  time.  Around  200  B.C.,  however,  Greek  rulers 
arose  who  were  determined  to  subjugate  the  Jewish  com- 
munity, the  one  pocket  of  resistance  which  had  not  been 
brought  into  the  Hellenistic  orbit.  In  168  B.C.  one  of  these 
rulers,  Antiochus  IV  Epiphanes,  began  his  program  of  de- 
stroying Judaism  by  invading  Jerusalem  and  desecrating  the 
altar  of  the  Temple.  This  was  the  act  that  touched  off  the 
Maccabean  Revolution  (see  I  and  II  Maccabees  in  the  Apoc- 
rypha). After  almost  a  generation  of  bloody  warfare,  the 
Jews,  aided  by  favorable  international  developments,  were 
able  to  seize  their  freedom.  This  precarious  political  and  reli- 
gious independence  lasted  for  about  a  century  (142-63  B.C.), 
but  in  63  B.C.  the  Romans  came,  imposing  a  heavy  yoke  upon 
them.  After  a  number  of  feeble  attempts  at  resistance,  during 
which  the  smoldering  fires  of  nationalism  were  fanned  by 
messianic  expectations,  the  Jews  openly  revolted  in  A.D.  66. 
This  foolishness  meant  the  suicide  of  the  Jewish  community 
in  Judah  (or  Judea).  In  A.D.  70  the  Romans  razed  the  city  of 
Jerusalem,  brought  an  end  to  the  Temple  and  its  priestly 
worship,  and  with  the  utmost  cruelty  obliterated  all  vestiges 
of  Jewish  statehood.  The  emergence  of  Christianity  must  be 
viewed  against  the  background  of  these  tumultuous  events, 
and  the  messianic  hopes  which  they  occasioned. 

During  these  centuries  devout  Jews  looked  toward  the 
future  when  God  would  correct  the  injustices  of  history  and 
give  the  Jewish  nation  its  deserved  "place  in  the  sun."  We 
have  observed  previously  that  prophets,  like  Isaiah,  looked 
forward  to  the  coming  of  a  messianic  King  who  would  in- 
augurate a  period  of  universal  peace,  prosperity,  and  justice 
(Isaiah  9:1-7;  11:1-9;  cf.  2:2-5).  The  flame  of  this  hope  was 
rekindled  in  the  post-Exilic  Jewish  community.  Indeed,  there 
seems  to  have  been  a  messianic  movement  in  the  time  of 
Haggai    and    Zechariah    centering    around    Zerubbabel,    a 
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"Branch"  of  the  Davidic  family  tree  (see  Zechariah,  chap- 
ters 3  and  4).  This  movement  was  abortive,  but  with  the 
passing  of  the  years  the  hope  was  intensified  that  God  would 
yet  send  a  leader  from  the  line  of  David  who  would  overthrow 
the  foreign  domination  and  restore  Jewish  independence  and 
peace.  This  nationalistic  hope  was  strong  in  Jesus'  time. 

The  messianic  hope  was  also  expressed  in  a  highly  imagina- 
tive type  of  literature  known  as  apocalyptic,  the  best  example 
of  which  in  the  Old  Testament  is  the  book  of  Daniel.  Written 
to  encourage  the  faithful  to  remain  steadfast  during  the  fierce 
persecution  instigated  by  Antiochus  IV  (about  168  B.C.),  the 
book  of  Daniel  envisioned  the  time  when  God  would  intervene 
miraculously  and  cataclysmically  for  the  purpose  of  punish- 
ing the  "wicked"  nations  who  had  mistreated  Israel  and 
vindicating  the  "nation  of  the  righteous."  This  apocalyptic 
literature  flourished  particularly  in  the  last  two  centuries 
before  Christ.  Sometimes  the  apocalyptic  writers  envisioned 
the  coming  of  a  supernatural  messiah,  designated  as  the  "Son 
of  Man,"  who  would  inaugurate  the  final  judgment.  In  his 
terrible  presence  the  wicked  nations  would  plead  for  mercy, 
but  the  righteous  elect  would  be  firmly  established.^^ 

Just  as  there  are  afl&nities  between  the  prophetic  message 
and  the  legalism  of  the  priests,  so  there  are  afiinities  between 
the  prophetic  message  and  the  passionate  messianic  hope 
which  focused  upon  a  coming  "Son  of  David"  or  the  dramatic 
advent  of  the  "Son  of  Man"  on  the  clouds  of  heaven.  The 
prophets  too  believed  that  the  corruptions  and  injustices  of 
history  could  never  be  removed  until  God  himself  intervened 
and  established  his  Kingdom.  But  generally  speaking,  apoca- 
lyptic writers,  unlike  the  classical  prophets,  did  not  preach  the 
imminence  of  God's  judgment  upon  the  chosen  people;  rather 
they  turned  their  eyes  away  from  the  melancholy  present 
to  the  dramatic  spectacle  of  the  future.  The  reason  for  this 

16  This  apocalyptic  messianic  hope  is  most  clearly  developed  in  the  Parables 
of  Enoch  (45:2-6;  48:2-3;  62:8-9),  intertestamental  literature  from  the  last 
century  B.a 
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shift  of  emphasis  may  probably  be  traced  to  the  religious 
assumption  of  the  Jewish  community:  the  restored  community 
was  a  holy  and  God-fearing  community  which  had  assimilated 
the  teachings  of  the  prophets.  As  Amos  Wilder  says,  "the 
eschatological  hope  was  only  for  those  who  were  righteous."  ^^ 
Therefore,  just  as  a  "righteous"  Job  could  demand  that  his 
moral  integrity  be  recognized  by  God,  so  the  holy  community, 
or  at  least  the  righteous  remnant  within  it,  could  expect  that 
in  the  future  God  would  vindicate  Israel  and  reward  her  faith. 
Too  often  apocalyptic  degenerated  into  a  kind  of  sublimated 
nationalism,  as  though  having  the  status  of  a  Jew  was  a 
guarantee  of  being  on  God's  side  and  thus  a  promise  of  an 
opportunity  to  get  even  with  Jewish  foes  in  the  Age  to  Come. 
These  cruder  elements  in  the  apocalyptic  tradition,  elements 
which  naturally  appeared  in  times  of  great  stress  and  persecu- 
tion, should  not  blind  us  to  the  real  heart  of  the  apocalyptic 
faith:  a  courageous  trust  in  the  God  who  would  ultimately 
resolve  all  the  paradoxes  of  history  and  in  whose  hand  were 
the  destinies  of  Israel  and  the  other  nations.  Nevertheless,  the 
immediate  problem  which  stirred  the  apocalyptic  writers  was 
the  monstrous  injustice  of  a  situation  in  which  Israel,  who 
was  certainly  not  more  wicked  than  other  peoples,  was  op- 
pressed by  tyrants  in  whom  evil  and  pride  were  obviously 
exaggerated.  In  a  world  where  God  rules,  why  is  a  weak  nation 
victimized  by  cruel  aggression  and  ruthless  oppression?  Why 
do  the  righteous  suffer  and  the  wicked  triumph?  Apocalyptic 
writers  gave  answer  to  this  baffling  question  by  maintaining 
the  hope  that  in  God's  Day  of  Reckoning  the  wicked  would  be 
cast  down  and  the  righteous  exalted. 

The  Decline  of  Prophecy 

In  the  period  of  Judaism  prophecy  slowly  declined.  Legal- 
ism incorporated  the  prophetic  emphasis  upon  God's  demand 
for  obedience  in  the  present,  but  the  will  of  God  was  con- 

^^  Eschatology  and  Ethics  in  the  Teachings  of  Jesus,  revised  ed.  (University 
of  Chicago,  1950) ,  p.  32. 
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ceived  as  being  codified  in  a  book  and  within  the  range  of 
attainment  by  sincere,  devout  effort.  No  longer  did  prophets 
rise  to  proclaim  God's  revelation  in  events  of  the  present; 
rather  the  men  of  Judaism  preserved,  studied,  and  inter- 
preted the  recorded  revelation  of  the  past.  On  the  other  hand, 
apocalyptic  messianism — which  stood  in  uneasy  tension  with 
Jewish  legalism  and  eventually  was  repudiated  by  official 
Judaism — preserved  the  prophetic  hope  in  the  triumph  of 
God's  purpose  in  history ;  but  seldom  was  there  an  appeal  for 
radical  repentance  in  the  present,  after  the  manner  of  the 
preaching  of  John  the  Baptist  or  Jesus.  For  the  apocalyptic 
writer,  the  imminence  of  God's  action  in  the  future  was  pri- 
marily a  summons  to  the  righteous  to  wait  patiently  for  the 
vindication  that  would  correct  the  injustices  of  history. 

Prophets  appeared  in  the  period  of  biblical  Judaism  but, 
with  the  exception  of  Ezekiel  and  Second  Isaiah,  they  do  not 
shine  as  brightly  in  the  firmament  of  Israel's  faith  as  the 
constellation  of  prophets  before  the  Exile.  The  following 
diagram  will  provide  a  visual  summary  of  the  succession  of 
prophets  in  the  Exilic  and  post-Exilic  periods: 

Prophet  World  Power 

Prophets  of  the  Exile:  Babylonia,  610-538  B.C. 

Ezekiel,  593-571  B.C. 

Second  Isaiah,  ca.  540  B.C.  Persia,  538-333  B.C. 

Post-Exilic  Prophets: 
Haggai,  520  B.C. 
Zechariah,  520  B.C. 
Joel,  between  538  and  350  B.C. 
Obadiah,  between  538  and  400  B.C. 
"Malachi,"  ca.  450  B.C.  (?) 

Hellenistic  Monarchs, 
333-142  B.C. 
(Close  of  Prophetic  Canon, 

ca.  200  B.C.)  (Maccabean  period  of  in- 

dependence, 142-63  B.C.) 

Rome,  63  B.C.  and  on. 
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Of  greatest  stature  among  the  post-Exilic  prophets  was  Joel, 
who  saw  in  a  terrible  locust  plague  a  sign  of  the  impending 
Day  of  the  Lord  and  summoned  Israel  to  repentance.  Other 
prophets,  like  Obadiah,  contented  themselves  with  announcing 
a  day  of  vengeance  against  Israel's  foes,  or,  like  the  anony- 
mous author  of  the  book  now  called  "Malachi"  (literally, 
"my  messenger"),  upbraided  the  people  for  their  failure  to 
obey  the  ritual  requirements  of  Judaism.  Still  other  anony- 
mous prophets,  whose  oracles  have  been  attached  to  various 
prophetic  books,  anticipated  the  coming  glorification  of  the 
Jewish  people. 

Slowly  prophecy  petered  out.  In  fact,  it  later  became  a 
tradition  of  Judaism  that  prophecy  ceased  in  the  time  of 
Ezra — probably  an  inaccurate  judgment  but,  in  a  sense,  pro- 
foundly true.  The  prevailing  belief  was,  as  one  Old  Testament 
scholar  points  out,  that  in  the  Law  Ezra  gave  the  people  every- 
thing that  was  required ;  the  revelation  of  God  was  complete. 
In  the  past,  prophets  were  sent  only  to  warn  people  of  the 
disaster  which  results  from  disobedience  to  the  Law.  How- 
ever, "the  generations  that  had  sworn  obedience  anew  to  the 
Law  under  Ezra  .  . .  had  no  need  for  the  prophets."  Should 
Israel,  as  in  times  past,  become  disobedient  to  the  Mosaic 
Law,  perhaps  God  would  send  prophets  again,  "but  the  pre- 
vailing feeling  was,  no  doubt,  that  the  time  of  unfaithfulness, 
and  consequently  of  the  prophetic  ministry,  was  gone  for 
ever."  '' 

Although  prophecy  declined,  the  prophetic  spirit,  always 
latent  within  a  Judaism  which  had  conserved  the  writings  of 
the  great  prophets,  found  other  channels  of  expression.  As  we 
have  noted,  apocalyptic  literature  like  Daniel  has  a  certain 
prophetic  quality,  even  though  it  was  never  included  among 
the  prophetic  books.  One  of  the  finest  examples  of  the  pro- 
phetic spirit  in  Judaism  is  a  short  story:  the  book  of  Jonah. 


18  Karl  Budde,  quoted  by  A.  G.  Hebert  in  The  Authority  of  the  Old  Testament 
(Faber,  1947),  p.  186. 
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Largely  because  of  a  literal  treatment  of  the  "whale,"  the 
book  of  Jonah  has  been  the  most  sadly  misunderstood  writing 
in  the  Old  Testament.  Actually  it  is  not  history  but  a  story. 
Its  purpose  is  to  protest  against  the  narrow,  provincial  Juda- 
ism which  had  turned  inward  upon  itself  and  had  thought  only 
of  saving  its  own  life.  The  book  is  a  kind  of  lengthy  parable. 
Jonah  was  like  Judaism — attempting  to  escape  the  God-given 
vocation  of  carrying  the  light  of  God's  revelation  to  the  Gen- 
tiles, in  this  case  the  detested  Assyrians  of  Nineveh.^^  Post- 
Exilic  Judaism,  as  we  have  said,  tended  to  be  primarily 
concerned  about  the  preservation  of  Jewish  identity  and  the 
avoidance  of  sins  against  the  Law.  The  emphasis  was  upon 
an  exclusive  community,  walled  off  from  the  rest  of  the  world 
by  "the  barrier  of  the  Law."  The  story  of  Jonah  was  written 
sometime  between  450  and  350  B.C.  as  a  missionary  protest 
against  the  narrowing  reform  of  Ezra  and  as  a  plea  for  Israel 
to  remember  that,  since  God's  redemptive  purpose  embraces 
all  peoples,  the  vocation  of  the  chosen  people  was  to  go  forth 
into  the  world  and  win  Gentiles  as  members  of  God's  redeemed 
community.  In  a  similar  spirit  the  short  story,  Ruth,  opposed 
the  narrow  exclusiveness  of  Ezra's  reform,  one  aspect  of 
which  was  the  divorcing  of  Gentile  wives.  The  story  points 
out  that  Ruth,  a  Moabitess  and  a  Gentile,  was  the  ancestress 
of  the  great  king  David. 

Judaism  failed  to  heed  the  message  of  Second  Isaiah  and 
Jonah.  Instead  of  interpreting  suffering  as  the  continuing 
judgment  of  God  upon  a  sinful  people,  the  Jews — righteous 
according  to  the  Law — hoped  for  the  day  when  God  would 
vindicate  them  before  the  world.  Instead  of  performing  the 
role  of  the  Servant  by  suffering  vicariously  in  order  that  other 
nations  might  receive  the  salvation  of  God,  Jews  thought 
mainly  of  self-preservation  and  self-glorification  and  empha- 
sized those  things  which  drew  a  sharp  division  between  Jew 

1^  The  book  of  the  prophet  Nahum,  written  about  the  time  of  the  fall  of 
Nineveh  in  612  B.a,  reflects  the  bitterness  which  Assyrian  imperialism  had 
engendered  in  the  hearts  of  Jews  (see  especially  chap.  3). 
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and  Gentile.  The  book  of  Esther,  a  story  which  Jews  later 
placed  on  a  par  with  the  sacred  Law,  bears  witness  to  the 
intense  devotion  to  ties  of  blood  and  culture  which  came  to  be 
characteristic  of  Judaism. 

Christianity  emerged  within  Judaism.  The  deep  and  vital 
forces  which  had  been  suppressed  but  not  stifled  in  the  six 
centuries  before  Christ  erupted  with  volcanic  energy  and  burst 
upon  the  Roman  world  with  the  irresistible  might  of  God. 
Jesus  came  as  a  Jew,  a  true  son  of  Israel.  He  came  not  to 
destroy  the  Law  but  to  fulfill  it;  nevertheless,  his  fulfilling  of 
the  Law  shattered  legalism.  He  came  as  the  long  expected 
Messiah,  the  Son  of  David  and  the  Son  of  Man,  but  Jews 
could  not  recognize  his  messianic  identity  without  a  repent- 
ance which  altered  their  entire  perspective.  Above  all,  he 
came  to  perform  the  rejected  role  of  Israel:  the  role  of  the 
Suffering  Servant.  Obedient  unto  death,  even  the  death  of  the 
Cross,  he  brought  to  fulfillment  the  promised  salvation  of 
God  and  created  a  new  community,  a  New  Israel  which  em- 
braced both  Jew  and  Gentile,  and  one  which  joyfully  accepted 
its  missionary  task  to  go  into  all  the  world  and  preach  the 
gospel. 


I 


7 

In  the  Fullness  of  Time 


N  AN  IMPRESSIVE  painting,  based  upon  a  homily  written  by 
a  doctor  of  the  Eastern  Orthodox  Church,  a  Russian  artist 
depicts  Christ's  triumphal  entry  into  Jerusalem.  In  the  back- 
ground is  a  mountain,  from  which  vantage  point  watchmen 
in  times  past  presumably  had  scanned  the  horizons  for  signs 
of  Christ's  expected  coming.  In  the  center  foreground  the 
Messiah  rides  upon  a  beast  toward  the  towering  and  turret- 
crowned  buildings  of  the  City,  while  tiny  children  spread 
branches  and  garments  before  him.  Jesus  is  followed  by  a 
small  company — the  Apostles.  However,  our  attention  is  most 
attracted  by  the  band  which  comes  out  to  greet  the  King,  for 
these  are  none  other  than  the  Prophets  of  the  Old  Testament. 
In  the  words  of  the  homily:  "The  Prophets  with  their  trumpets 
proclaim  before  Him  their  mysteries,  and  as  unto  the  King 
they  pour  forth  to  meet  Him  praise  .  . ."  ^ 

The  Bridge  Between  the  Testaments 

The  painting  just  described  vividly  sets  forth  a  conviction 
which  has  been  basic  to  Christianity  from  the  very  first, 
namely,  that  the  Old  and  the  New  Testaments  are  as  insepara- 
bly related  as  Siamese  twins.  This  becomes  evident  the  mo- 
ment we  open  the  New  Testament  and  begin  reading  the  first 


1  The  painting  is  reproduced  as  the  frontispiece  of  The  Throne  of  David  (Fa- 
ber,  1941)  by  A.  G.  Hebert,  and  the  interpretation  and  homily  are  found  on 
pp.  123-126. 
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book,  the  Gospel  of  Matthew.  The  keynote  of  this  Gospel  is 
the  proclamation  that  the  hopes  and  expectations  of  the  Old 
Testament  have  been  fulfilled  in  Jesus,  the  Messiah  or  the 
Christ.^  The  coming  of  Jesus  and  the  various  events  of  his 
life  were  not  regarded  as  isolated  happenings,  unrelated  to  the 
past.  On  the  contrary,  **all  this  was  done,  that  it  might  be 
fulfilled  which  was  spoken  of  the  Lord  by  the  prophets."  This 
note  of  fulfillment  is  the  symphonic  theme  running  through- 
out the  New  Testament. 

The  Old  Testament  constitutes  something  of  a  problem  for 
many  Christians  today,  and  in  particular  the  belief  in  the 
fulfillment  of  prophecy  does  not  readily  commend  itself,  be- 
cause the  belief  has  been  grotesquely  caricatured  by  con- 
temporary "gypsies"  who  tell  the  fortunes  of  the  future  by 
reading  the  lines  of  the  Bible.  Therefore,  in  practice  many 
people  visit  only  the  oases  of  the  Old  Testament,  like  the 
twenty-third  Psalm,  and  confine  their  attention  to  the  New 
Testament.  This  approach  has  been  encouraged  by  liberal 
Protestants  who,  applying  an  evolutionary  interpretation  to 
the  Bible,  often  have  consigned  the  Old  Testament  to  the  limbo 
of  primitive  origins,  a  study  interesting  to  the  antiquarian 
but  largely  irrelevant  for  those  who  find  practically  every- 
thing necessary  for  faith  and  conduct  in  the  New  Testament. 

In  this  chapter  we  shall  address  ourselves  to  this  issue,  and 
especially  to  the  problem  of  fulfillment  of  prophecy.  At  the 
moment,  however,  let  us  observe  that  Christians  have  always 
regarded  the  Old  Testament  as  a  Christian  book,  and  have 
maintained  that  it  presents  the  historical  preparation  for  the 
events  described  in  the  New  Testament.  Just  as  the  conclusion 
of  a  novel  draws  together  various  motifs  stated  at  the  begin- 
ning and  brings  the  story  to  a  climax,  so  the  New  Testament 
gathers  up  the  hopes  and  aspirations  of  the  Old  Testament 


2  The  word  Christ  (based  on  a  Greek  word,  Christos)  means  the  same  thing 
as  the  word  Messiah  (a  word  which  is  based  on  the  Hebrew) .  Both  words  mean 
the  "Anointed  One,"  in  this  case  the  King  who  is  anointed  for  the  task  of 
fulfilling  God's  purpose. 
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and  brings  to  fulfillment  the  spiritual  history  of  Israel.  To 
restrict  one's  attention  only  to  the  outcome  of  the  biblical 
drama  in  the  New  Testament  is  comparable  to  the  hasty  reader 
who  jumps  to  the  end  of  a  novel,  rather  than  following  the 
story  step  by  step  toward  the  resolution  of  the  plot. 

At  this  point  it  would  be  well  to  review  the  Old  Testament 
phase  of  the  biblical  drama,  looking  backward  from  the  stand- 
point of  the  New  Testament.  The  Old  Testament  begins  with  a 
mythological  description  of  the  tragedy  which  engulfs  all 
mankind  owing  to  man's  misuse  of  his  God-given  freedom. 
History  became  the  scene  of  confusion,  anxiety,  and  strife 
because,  as  Paul  puts  it,  when  men  knew  God  "they  glorified 
him  not  as  God"  but  rather  "worshiped  and  served  the  crea- 
ture more  than  the  Creator"  (Romans  1:18-25).  Intending  to 
recreate  mankind,  God  took  the  initiative  and  elected  a 
people  whose  history  was  to  be  his  special  proving  ground. 
He  entered  into  a  covenant  relationship  with  them,  and  over 
a  long  period  of  years  led  them  into  a  deepening  under- 
standing of  their  vocation.  But  Israel's  record,  as  the  prophets 
testified,  was  that  of  a  continual  breaking  of  the  Covenant. 
Repeated  chastisements  proved  futile,  and  finally  the  judg- 
ment fell  upon  the  nation  severely,  first  in  the  removal  of  the 
Northern  Kingdom  and  later  in  the  destruction  of  Judah  and 
the  exile  of  the  people  into  Babylonia.  Israel's  failure,  how- 
ever, could  not  defeat  God's  redemptive  purpose.  As  Jeremiah 
proclaimed  in  a  vivid  oracle  (18:1-6),  God,  like  a  potter, 
would  take  the  marred  and  imperfect  vessel  and  remake  it 
according  to  his  design.  Thus,  in  God's  providence  the  exiles 
were  restored  to  Judah  with  the  hope  that  at  last  God's  pur- 
pose was  on  the  verge  of  fulfillment.  Again,  however,  the 
chosen  people  were  recalcitrant.  Instead  of  bringing  the  light 
of  God's  salvation  to  the  Gentiles,  Judaism  walled  itself  off 
from  the  rest  of  the  world,  even  from  the  neighboring  Samari- 
tans, and  attempted  to  save  its  life  by  punctilious  obedience 
of  the  Law.  No  longer  did  prophets  rise  to  speak  God's  word 
in  historical  crises,  for  Judaism  believed  that  God's  revela- 
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tion,  given  in  the  past,  was  frozen  into  final  form,  needing 
only  the  legal  cleverness  of  lawyers  (scribes)  to  make  clear 
its  implicit  meaning.  Then  came  the  catastrophe  of  A.D.  70 
when,  according  to  the  Christian  interpretation,  the  Romans 
executed  the  sentence  of  judgment  upon  a  barren  Judaism. 
From  the  Christian  standpoint,  Judaism's  rejection  of  Jesus 
was  the  final  repudiation  of  the  task  God  had  given  to  the 
chosen  people.  That  is  the  theme  of  a  parable  in  which  God 
is  described  as  the  Lord  of  the  vineyard,  Israel  (Mark 
12:1-12;  cf.  Isaiah  5:1-7).  Having  carefully  prepared  the 
vineyard,  the  master  sent  his  servants  (the  prophets)  to  re- 
ceive the  fruit  of  the  vineyard,  but  one  by  one  they  were 
rejected  and  mistreated.  Finally  he  sent  his  only  son,  his 
"well-beloved,"  but  him  also  they  rejected. 

God,  who  to  glean  the  vineyard  of  his  choosing, 
Sent  them  evangelists  till  day  was  done, 
Bore  with  the  churls,  their  wrath  and  their  refusing, 
Gave  at  the  last  the  glory  of  his  Son.^ 

As  one  leaves  the  Old  Testament  and  crosses  the  threshold 
of  the  New,  he  enters  a  world  which  rings  with  the  gospel 
or  "good  news"  that  God's  long  awaited  salvation  has  drawn 
near.*  According  to  Mark,  Jesus  proclaimed  a  message  which 
was  keyed  to  a  pitch  of  expectancy:  ''The  time  is  fulfilled: 
repent,  for  the  Kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand."  Men  were  living 
in  an  age  when  the  "unfinished  symphony"  of  the  Old  Testa- 
ment was  crescendoing  toward  the  Composer's  intended  finale. 
From  the  Christian  viewpoint,  the  tragedy  of  the  time  was 
that  so  many  people  were  tone-deaf,  unable  to  hear  the  music 
of  climax  and  fulfillment. 

It  is  in  this  biblical  setting  that  we  must  view  the  appear- 
ance of  Jesus  and  the  emergence  of  the  New  Israel,  the  Church. 


3  From  Scant  Paul,  by  Frederic  W.  H.  Myers  (Macmillan,  1907). 

*  Our  -yvord  "gospel"  comes  from  an  old  English  word  meaning  "God-story" 
or  "good  story,"  and  is  an  apt  translation  of  the  Greek  euangelion  which  means 
the  "good  news"  centering  in  and  proclaimed  by  Jesus.  The  background  of  the 
usage  is  traceable  to  such  passages  as  Isaiah  40:9-10;  52:7;  61:1. 
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"When  the  fullness  of  the  time  was  come,"  said  Paul,  "God 
sent  forth  his  son"  (Galatians  4:4).  Before  we  are  in  a  posi- 
tion to  examine  the  implications  of  this  gospel  of  fulfillment, 
we  must  consider  the  historical  sources  at  our  disposal  for  the 
knowledge  of  the  central  historical  event:  the  coming  of  the 
Messiah.  Let  us  always  remember  that  Christianity  is  basically 
a  historical  religion,  that  its  faith  finds  expression  in  the 
claim  that  God  has  acted  in  history.  This  being  the  case. 
Christians  cannot  escape  employing  the  method  of  historical 
criticism  in  dealing  with  the  records  which  witness  to  God's 
Event. 

Event  and  Interpretation 

Probably  it  is  safe  to  assume  that  the  sun  would  continue 
to  rise  and  set,  even  though  there  were  not  a  single  person  on 
this  planet  to  experience  sunrises  and  sunsets.  Admittedly 
there  are  philosophical  difficulties  involved  in  this  assump- 
tion, but  common  sense  nevertheless  leads  us  to  say  that  this 
would  be  so.  In  the  case  of  historical  events,  however,  the 
situation  is  different.  Events  do  not  occur  in  a  historical 
vacuum;  they  occur  in  the  experience  of  people,  and  this 
means  that  they  always  occur  with  an  interpretation  or  mean- 
ing of  one  kind  or  another.  If  the  event  is  experienced  as  a 
creative,  history-making  event,  it  will  be  remembered  and 
eventually  will  become  part  of  a  historical  record.  If  it  is 
experienced  as  an  insignificant  event,  it  will  be  forgotten 
quickly,  as  is  the  case  with  most  things  that  happen  during 
the  course  of  a  day. 

This  consideration  helps  to  account  for  something  which, 
at  first  glance,  seems  startling.  Virtually  our  only  sources  for 
a  knowledge  of  Jesus'  career  come  to  us  from  the  Christian 
community  of  the  first  century.  The  New  Testament  might 
easily  give  the  impression  that  what  happened  in  Palestine 
must  have  been  "headline  news"  throughout  the  Roman  Em- 
pire. But  there  is  no  clear  and  indisputable  reference  to 
Christianity  in  non-Christian  sources  before  the  second  cen- 
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tury.  Though  Jesus  was  crucified  under  the  Roman  procurator 
of  Judea,  Pontius  Pilate,  the  incident  evidently  was  a  routine 
execution  which  scarcely  caused  a  ripple  in  Roman  affairs 
of  the  day/ 

For  Christians,  however,  the  death-and-resurrection  of  Jesus 
was  the  climactic  episode  in  the  History  of  Redemption.  The 
meaning  of  this  mighty  event  was  etched  deeply  into  the 
memory  of  the  small  Christian  community.  In  its  light  wit- 
nesses remembered  and  more  deeply  understood  the  words 
and  works  of  Jesus  during  his  brief  ministry.  Just  as  the 
redemptive  events  of  the  Mosaic  period  were  imprinted  in- 
delibly upon  the  corporate  memory  of  Israel  during  the  long 
oral  period  before  the  writing  of  J  and  E,  so  the  traditions 
of  Christianity  were  passed  on  orally  for  at  least  a  generation 
before  there  was  any  sign  of  literary  activity.  Every  celebra- 
tion of  the  "Lord's  Supper"  was  a  rehearsal  and  a  reliving 
of  the  crucial  event  which  brought  God's  redemptive  action 
in  history  to  a  dramatic  climax.  This  common  memory  was 
the  basis  for  the  continuing  life  of  the  Church. 

While  the  literature  of  the  Old  Testament  represents  the 
deposit  of  a  succession  of  crises  over  a  period  of  centuries, 
the  New  Testament  deals  with  one  supreme  crisis  and  focuses 
upon  the  brief  career  of  one  person.  These  twenty-seven  writ- 
ings were  composed,  for  the  most  part,  during  the  second  half 
of  the  first  century.  Originally  the  literature  was  not  designed 
as  official,  authoritative  writing  which  would  supersede  the 
"living  tradition,"  the  oral  memory  of  the  Church.  This  is 
clearly  evident  in  the  earliest  New  Testament  literature:  Paul's 
letters.  Written  during  the  decade  a.d.  50-60,  these  ten  epistles 
were  intended  to  meet  practical  situations  which  arose  in  the 
course  of  Paul's  far-flung  missionary  travels,  and  in  one  in- 
stance (Philemon)  to  deal  with  the  case  of  a  rxmaway  slave.® 

^  Similarly,  Egyptians  made  no  mention  of  the  Exodus.  See  pp.  54  flF. 

®  The  genuine  Pauline  letters,  in  their  approximate  order  of  composition,  are 
as  follows:  I  and  II  Thessalonians,  Galatians,  I  and  II  Corinthians  (perhaps 
four  letters  combined),  Romans,  Colossians,  Philemon,  Ephesians,  Philippians. 
Traditionally  the  "Pastoral  Epistles"   (I  and  11  Timothy  and  Titus)   and  the 
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Soon  after  Paul's  death  the  oral  tradition  of  the  Church  was 
supplemented  with  a  distinctively  Christian  literature  known 
as  "gospels."  The  relationship  between  the  Four  Gospels — 
Matthew,  Mark,  Luke,  and  John — constitutes  a  real  problem. 
On  close  examination  we  discover  that  the  first  three  Gospels 
naturally  group  themselves  together  because  of  a  striking 
interrelationship,  while  the  Fourth  Gospel,  being  remarkably 
independent,  belongs  in  a  category  by  itself.  The  first  three 
are  called  the  "Synoptic  Gospels"  because  they  present  a 
common  view  and  outline  of  Jesus'  ministry.  This  close  re- 
semblance can  be  seen  easily  if  one  refers  to  a  "Harmony" 
in  which  they  are  arranged  in  parallel  columns.  The  common 
subject  matter,  common  phraseology,  and  common  outline  of 
events  they  display  can  hardly  be  accidental.  If,  for  example, 
three  newspapers — the  New  York  Times,  the  Chicago  Tribune, 
and  the  San  Francisco  Examiner — carried  a  news  write-up 
almost  identical  in  language  and  organization,  we  would  sus- 
pect that  all  three  papers  had  relied  on  a  common  news  agency. 

Most  Protestant  New  Testament  scholars  explain  the  "Syn- 
optic Problem"  by  a  hypothesis  which  may  be  outlined  briefly 
as  follows: 

1)  Mark  was  written  first,  and  later  was  used  as  a  literary  source 
for  the  composition  of  Matthew  and  Luke. 

2)  Besides  quoting  from  Mark,  the  authors  of  Matthew  and  Luke 
also  used  a  hypothetical  "lost"  source  to  which  is  given  the 
symbol  "Q"  (from  the  German  word  Quelle — "source").  Q 
consists  of  material  which  is  paralleled  in  Matthew  and  Luke, 
but  is  absent  in  Mark  (for  instance,  Matthew  6:25-33  and  Luke 
12:22-31).  Since  this  material  seems  to  consist  largely  of  the 
sayings  of  Jesus,  scholars  think  this  hypothetical  document  may 
have  been  a  manual  of  instruction  for  converts. 

3)  Both  Matthew  and  Luke  contain  material  which  is  peculiarly 
their  own,  to  which  may  be  given  the  symbols  "M"  and  "L" 
respectively. 


Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  have  been  attributed  to  Paul,  but  most  New  Testament 
scholars  exclude  them  frpm  the  genuine  Pauline  collection, 
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Like  any  scientific  hypothesis,  this  one  is  not  set  forth  with 
an  air  of  finality.  It  should  be  emphasized  that  no  archae- 
ologist has  dug  up  a  copy  of  the  "lost"  Q  source.  The  very 
existence  of  Q  is  a  hypothesis  based  on  literary  analysis.^ 
Up  to  the  present,  however,  the  above  documentary  hypothesis 
in  broad  outline  offers  the  best  explanation  of  the  literary 
relations  of  the  first  three  Gospels. 

We  may  sum  up  the  matter  briefly  in  this  way.  About  forty 
years  after  Jesus'  death  a  need  was  felt  for  a  written  account 
of  his  ministry.  In  A.D.  64-65  Nero,  the  callous  and  careless 
emperor  who  had  the  reputation  of  "fiddling  while  Rome 
burned,"  began  his  terrible  blood-bath  of  Christian  persecu- 
tion. As  a  result,  eyewitnesses  like  Peter  were  beginning  to 
disappear,  and  there  was  a  danger  that  the  memory  of  the 
events  Christians  had  experienced  might  grow  dim.  About  the 
year  A.D.  70  John  Mark,  an  associate  of  Paul  and  Barnabas 
(Acts  13:5)  and  perhaps  Peter's  interpreter  at  Rome,  wrote 
a  Gospel  setting  forth  the  story  of  God's  saving  acts  in  Jesus 
Christ  and  emphasizing  that  all  those  who  "take  up  the  cross 
and  follow"  would  share  in  his  victory.  Later  on,  about  A.D. 
85,  a  Jewish  Christian  wrote  "Matthew,"  emphasizing  that 
Jesus'  career  was  the  fulfillment  of  the  spiritual  history  of 
Israel  and  providing  the  growing  Church  with  the  authorita- 
tive teachings  of  Jesus.  This  author,  unknown  to  us  by  name,^ 
based  his  work  on  Mark  and  also  used  the  Q  manual  and  ma- 
terial gleaned  from  special  sources.  About  the  same  period 
Luke,  also  a  companion  of  Paul  (Philem.  24;  cf.  II  Tim. 
4:11),  wrote  another  Gospel  in  a  similar  manner,  adding  to  it 
a  sequel.  Acts,  in  which  he  described  the  spread  of  Christianity 
into  the  Gentile  world.  In  these  two  volumes,  which  were 
dedicated  to  an  honored  Gentile  by  the  name  of  Theophilus, 
Luke  sought  to  commend  Christianity  to  the  whole  Gentile 


■^  However,  there  may  be  an  allusion  to  the  Q  "Sayings"  in  a  statement  by 
Papias,  a  Christian  of  the  early  second  century. 

^  Despite  the  early  tradition  that  this  Gospel  was  written  by  the  disciple, 
Matthew,  critics  find  no  evidence  to  support  the  claim. 
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world.  Finally,  about  the  turn  of  the  century  (ca.  a.d.  90-110) 
the  Fourth  Gospel  was  composed.  The  author  of  the  last 
Gospel  depended  upon  authentic  traditions  but  worked  up  the 
material  independently  of  the  Synoptic  Gospels  as  he  retold 
the  Story  to  a  new  generation  which  lived  and  thought  within 
the  changed  circmnstances  of  the  time. 

It  is  important  to  notice  that  each  one  of  the  four  Gospels 
was  not  written  primarily  because  of  biographical  interest  in 
Jesus  or  historical  curiosity  about  the  past.  Rather,  the  main 
intention  of  the  various  writers  was  to  testify  that  Jesus  was 
the  long-expected  Messiah.  Each  Gospel,  though  representing 
a  fresh  slant  on  the  Story,  might  well  have  concluded  with 
these  words  of  the  Fourth  Gospel :  "These  are  written  that  you 
may  believe  that  Jesus  is  the  Christ,  the  Son  of  God,  and  that 
believing  you  may  have  life  in  his  name"  (John  20:31).  This 
is  "history"  in  the  sense  that  the  written  records  preserve  the 
remembrance  of  events  with  a  unique  meaning  experienced 
in  the  Christian  community. 

In  recent  years  New  Testament  scholars  have  attempted  to 
push  the  historical  investigation  beyond  the  stage  of  the  earli- 
est written  Gospel  and  to  penetrate  the  "silent  period"  when 
the  stories  and  sayings  of  Jesus  were  imprinted  only  on  the 
parchment  of  the  human  memory.  This  school  of  study  is 
known  as  "Form  Criticism"  (the  English  equivalent  of  Ger- 
man Formgeschichte)  .^  Form  Critics  have  demonstrated  that 
the  writers  of  the  Synoptic  Gospels  drew  from  a  reservoir  of 
oral  traditions  that  had  been  preserved  and  shaped  by  the 
mind  of  the  Church  as  it  faced  the  practical  problems  of 
preaching  and  teaching.  According  to  this  view  Mark,  for 
instance,  was  really  a  compiler  or  editor  who  lifted  units  of 
material  from  the  common  fund  of  oral  tradition — units  which 
already  had  a  "form"  as  a  result  of  constant  oral  repetition — 
and  put  them  together  like  beads  on  a  string.  Form  Critics 
have  isolated  such  independent  units  of  tradition  as  the 
following: 

^  See  pages  51  f. 
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1)  Pronouncement  Stories,  that  is,  brief  stories  which  come  to  a 
climax  in  some  utterance  which  Jesus  makes  in  a  situation  of 
conflict  (e.g.,  Mark  12:13-17). 

2)  Types  of  teaching  material,  such  as  sayings  and  parables. 

3)  Miracle  Stories. 

4)  Legends,  that  is,  stories  which  focus  upon  the  greatness  of  Jesus, 
the  chief  Actor  in  the  biblical  drama  (e.g.,  Nativity  stories) . 

5)  The  Passion  Narrative. 

Form  Criticism  has  emphasized  the  important  point  that  the 
words  and  works  of  Jesus  were  remembered  in  forms  suitable 
to  the  oral  transmission  of  the  gospel  and  in  life  situations 
which  impressed  the  tradition  more  deeply  upon  the  corporate 
memory  of  the  Christian  community.  If  it  may  be  said  that 
the  Gospels  represent  the  literary  deposit  of  the  memory  and 
experience  of  the  Christian  community,  the  same  may  also 
be  said  with  respect  to  "The  Gospel  behind  the  Gospels." 
This  is  to  say  that  we  never  arrive  at  a  point  in  our  critical 
investigation  where  the  "Jesus  of  history"  can  be  separated 
absolutely  from  the  "Christ  of  faith."  Even  Jesus'  disciples 
who  had  been  with  him  during  his  ministry  did  not  remember 
him  as  the  Man  of  Galilee;  they  remembered  the  words  and 
works  of  one  who  after  Good  Friday  was  revealed  to  them  as 
the  Resurrected  Lord.  A  critical  study  of  the  "forms"  of  the 
oral  period  leads  to  the  conclusion  that  we  see  Jesus  through 
the  faith-tinted  window  of  the  Church. 

We  can  gain  some  idea  of  the  way  Jesus  was  remembered 
in  the  early  Christian  community  by  examining  some  of  the 
sermons  recorded  in  the  early  chapters  of  Acts.  One  of  their 
striking  features  is  the  repetition  of  certain  basic  themes,  as 
though  the  early  apostles  were  all  speaking  from  the  same 
sermon  notes.  New  Testament  scholars  believe  that  although 
Luke  wrote  Acts  late  in  the  first  century,  he  faithfully  recorded 
the  essential  "preaching  message"  which  Christians  had  pro- 
claimed from  the  time  of  Pentecost.  The  best  example  i§ 
Peter's  first  address  to  the  Gentiles: 
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You  know  the  word  which  he  sent  to  Israel,  preaching  good  news 
of  peace  by  Jesus  Christ  (he  is  Lord  of  all),  the  word  which  was 
proclaimed  throughout  all  Judea,  beginning  from  Galilee  after  the 
baptism  which  John  preached:  how  God  anointed  Jesus  of  Nazareth 
with  the  Holy  Spirit  and  with  power;  how  he  went  about  doing  good 
and  healing  all  that  were  oppressed  by  the  devil,  for  God  was  with 
him.  And  we  are  witnesses  to  all  that  he  did  both  in  the  country  of 
the  Jews  and  in  Jerusalem.  They  put  him  to  death  by  hanging  him 
on  a  tree;  but  God  raised  him  on  the  third  day  and  made  him  mani- 
fest, not  to  all  the  people  but  to  us  who  were  chosen  by  God  as  wit- 
nesses, who  ate  and  drank  with  him  after  he  rose  from  the  dead.  And 
he  commanded  us  to  preach  to  the  people,  and  to  testify  that  he  is 
the  one  ordained  by  God  to  be  judge  of  the  living  and  the  dead.  To 
him  all  the  prophets  bear  witness  that  every  one  who  believes  in  him 
receives  forgiveness  of  sins  through  his  name. 

—Acts  10:36-43  (see  also  2:14-40;  3:12-26;  4:8-13) 

To  many  of  us  who  are  accustomed  to  hearing  something 
rather  diflferent  from  the  pulpit,  this  does  not  appear  to  re- 
semble a  sermon,  for  it  is  actually  a  summary  of  the  essential 
features  of  the  Gospel  Story  as  presented  more  elaborately 
in,  say,  Mark.  Probably  much  of  what  goes  under  the  name 
of  "preaching"  today  would  have  been  called  "teaching"  in 
the  early  Christian  community.  Early  Christian  preaching  was 
more  like  the  preaching  of  Green  Pastures,  that  is,  a  rehearsal 
of  the  crucial  episodes  of  the  biblical  drama  and  especially 
the  recital  of  the  Gospel  Story  itself.  Indeed,  the  Greek  word 
for  "preaching  message"  (kerygma)  is  based  on  a  verb 
which  means  "to  announce,  to  proclaim,"  and  suggests  the 
picture  of  a  herald  or  town  crier  proclaiming  a  message  of 
good  news.  The  early  Christian  sermon  was  not  a  reasoned 
argument,  a  beautiful  meditation,  or  a  piece  of  common-sense 
advice;  rather,  it  was  a  bold  proclamation  of  "the  mighty 
acts  of  the  Lord,"  culminating  in  the  raising  of  Jesus  from 
the  dead. 

In  the  next  chapter  we  shall  turn  our  attention  to  the 
ministry  of  Jesus.  Here  we  are  concerned  with  the  theme  of 
fulfillment  which  pervades  the  early  sermons:  "to  him  all 
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the  prophets  bear  witness."  This  same  theme  is  accented  by 
Paul  in  an  important  passage  where  he  gives  a  quick  summary 
of  the  gospel  which  he  had  received,  presumably  from  early 
Christian  preachers  in  Jerusalem: 

For  I  delivered  unto  you  first  of  all  that  which  I  also  received,  how 
that  Christ  died  for  our  sins  according  to  the  Scriptures:  and  that  he 
was  buried  and  that  he  rose  again  the  third  day  according  to  the 
Scriptures. 

— I  Corinthians  15:3-4 

Since  Paul  wrote  these  words  at  a  time  when  there  were 
no  Christian  writings,  it  is  obvious  that  here  he  was  referring 
to  the  Christians'  first  Bible:  the  Old  Testament.  His  message, 
like  that  of  preachers  who  preceded  him,  was  substantially  the 
proclamation  that  the  Messiah  "promised  before  by  his 
[God's]  prophets  in  the  holy  Scriptures"  (Romans  1:2)  had 
come.  Incidentally,  Paul's  dependence  upon  the  received 
Proclamation  of  the  Church  should  warn  us  against  assum- 
ing that  he  was  responsible  for  shifting  the  center  of  gravity 
from  the  simple  religion  of  Jesus  to  the  religion  about  Jesus, 
from  the  "Jesus  of  the  Gospels"  to  "the  Christ  of  faith." 
Admittedly  Christianity  was  autographed  in  Paul's  unique 
experience,  so  that  he  could  rightly  speak  of  "my  gospel"; 
but  his  message  was  no  radical  departure  from  the  Gospel 
(see  Romans  1:1,  "the  gospel  of  God")  which  Christians 
proclaimed  from  the  first.  Indeed,  he  seems  to  have  under- 
stood the  meaning  and  implications  of  Jesus'  career  better 
than  other  disciples,  like  Peter,  who  had  been  nearest  to 
him.^'^ 

According  to  the  Christian  view,  then,  the  whole  Old  Testa- 
ment, which  in  its  present  form  is  stamped  with  prophetic 

^•'As  an  example,  consider  Paul's  understanding  of  the  universal  implica- 
tions of  the  Christian  gospel,  and  the  missionary  expansion  which  seems  to 
have  been  resisted  by  the  apostolic  group  in  Jerusalem.  Commenting  on  Paul's 
role  in  widening  the  horizons  of  Christianity,  Hans  Lietzmann  makes  the  striking 
observation:  "He  had  never  sat  at  the  feet  of  the  Master,  but  nevertheless  was 
the  only  one  amongst  the  apostles  who  really  understood  him."  The  Beginnings 
of  the  Christian  Church  (Scribner,  1937),  pp.  146  f. 
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influence,  bears  witness  to  and  is  fulfilled  in  Christ  (see 
John  5:39).  This  view  was  inherited  as  a  legacy  from  Jesus 
himself  who  told  his  followers  that  he  had  come  not  to  destroy, 
but  to  fulfill  the  two  major  parts  of  the  Jewish  Scriptures: 
the  Law  and  the  Prophets  (Matthew  5:17).  Thus  there  is  real 
precedent  for  the  Russian  painting  which  depicts  "the  goodly 
fellowship  of  the  prophets"  coming  out  to  greet  Christ  as  he 
sets  his  face  to  enter  Jerusalem.  The  emphasis  upon  fulfill- 
ment of  prophecy  was  native  to  Christianity  from  the  first. 

The  Argument  from  Prophecy 

We  are  now  ready  to  deal  with  the  implications  of  the 
Event  in  which  the  Christian  community  experienced  the 
fulfillment  of  Israel's  spiritual  history.  The  claim  that  Old 
Testament  prophecies  were  fulfilled  literally  has  always  been 
one  of  Christianity's  strong  talking  points.  The  human  mind, 
of  course,  is  properly  impressed  with  the  alleged  evidence 
that  long  in  advance  a  prophet  was  able  to  peer  into  God's 
crystal  ball  and  give  an  accurate  preview  of  things  to  come — 
even  to  the  appearance  of  "flying  saucers,"  as  we  are  now 
being  told!  Thus,  from  the  earliest  times  to  the  present  the 
"argument  from  prophecy"  has  been  used  as  one  of  the  most 
persuasive  proofs  of  the  inspiration  of  Scripture  and  the 
truth  of  Christianity. 

Early  Christians  believed  that  in  the  career  of  Jesus  proph- 
ecy had  been  fulfilled  to  the  finest  details.  For  instance, 
crowded  into  the  opening  chapters  of  Matthew  are  quotations 
of  Old  Testament  predictions  concerning  almost  every  aspect 
of  Jesus'  birth  and  childhood.  We  are  told  that  Jesus  was 
conceived  of  a  virgin,  bom  in  the  city  of  Bethlehem,  was 
carried  by  the  fugitive  Holy  Family  into  Egypt  to  escape 
Herod's  massacre,  and  finally  was  brought  up  in  Nazareth — 
all  of  this  in  order  that  specific  prophecies  of  the  Old  Testa- 
ment might  be  fulfilled.  Moreover,  Peter's  sermon  on  the  day 
of  Pentecost  set  forth  the  argument  that  David,  who  before 
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the  rise  of  biblical  criticism  was  supposed  to  have  written  the 
Psalms,  actually  predicted  the  Resurrection  and  Ascension  in 
Psalms  16  and  110  (Acts  2:25-28,  34-35).  This  use  of  the 
Old  Testament  reminds  one  of  modern  fundamentalist  preach- 
ers who,  for  instance,  find  in  Psalm  22  literal  predictions  of 
the  exact  manner  of  Jesus'  execution  and  other  details  such 
as  the  parting  of  his  garments  among  the  soldiers. 

It  would  be  wrong,  however,  to  classify  these  early  Chris- 
tians as  fundamentalists,  as  though  the  heart  of  the  argument 
from  prophecy  were  a  proof-text  use  of  Scripture.^^  It  cannot 
be  denied,  of  course,  that  Christians  used  Old  Testament 
passages  in  this  manner.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  there  is  evidence 
that  a  book  of  "Testimonies" — Scriptural  proof-texts — cir- 
culated in  the  early  Church.  But  we  must  approach  this  matter 
by  understanding  the  Jewish  matrix  out  of  which  Christianity 
emerged.  The  first  Christians  were  Jews,  and  they  preached 
to  audiences  composed  largely  of  Jews.  The  proof -text  method 
was  a  necessary  and  effective  strategy  among  Jews  who  were 
accustomed  to  accepting  no  new  doctrine  unless  authority  for 
it  could  be  found  in  their  own  Scriptures,  all  three  parts  of 
which  (Law,  Prophets,  Writings)  were  regarded  at  that  time 
as  being  divinely  inspired.  So,  in  their  early  sermons  as 
recorded  in  Acts,  the  apostles  quoted  liberally  from  the  Old 
Testament  to  prove  to  their  listeners,  many  of  whom  were  well 
versed  in  Jewish  Scripture,  that  Jesus  was  the  Messiah.  Many 
of  the  examples  of  alleged  literal  fulfillment  of  prophecy 
appear  to  us  to  be  nothing  more  than  clever  word  plays, 
resembling  the  manner  in  which  rabbis  of  the  day  used  Scrip- 
ture. One  cannot  help  feeling  that  this  was  largely  an  "ad 
hominem"  argument,  a  type  of  argument  which  the  dictionary 
defines  as  one  directed  to  another  person's  prejudices  rather 
than  to  his  intellect.  Later  on,  however,  as  Christianity  moved 
out  upon  Gentile  soil,  the  same  argument  was  addressed  to  the 
intellect  and  proved  to  be  cogent  to  many  educated  people. 

^  ^  For   a  forceful   restatement   of   the   argument   from   prophecy,   see   Alan 
Richardson,  Christian  Apologetics,  chap.  8. 
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We  cannot  share  the  prejudice  of  early  Christians  and  Jews 
because  we  have  a  clearer  intellectual  understanding  of  the 
historic  sense  of  the  various  Old  Testament  passages.  There- 
fore, the  argument  that  specific  prophecies  have  been  literally 
fulfilled  does  not  "hold  water"  because,  strange  as  it  may 
seem,  the  argument  is  not  literal  enough,  that  is,  it  does  not 
rest  upon  an  accurate  interpretation  of  the  original  meaning 
of  the  passage  at  the  time  it  was  written.  Take  as  an  example 
the  passage  in  Matthew  (1:22)  which  states  that  the  Virgin 
Birth  occurred  in  order  that  the  prophecy  of  Isaiah  7:14 
might  be  fulfilled,  "Behold  a  virgin  shall  be  with  child,  and 
shall  bring  forth  a  son,  and  they  shall  call  his  name  Em- 
manuel," that  is,  "God  is  with  us."  A  purely  literal  exegesis 
of  Isaiah  7:14  yields  the  following  results:  (1)  The  Hebrew 
word  does  not  mean  "virgin"  at  all  (there  is  a  special  word 
in  Hebrew  for  "virgin")  but  merely  a  young  woman;  and 
(2)  Isaiah's  specific  prediction  was  that  in  a  very  short  time — 
nine  months  hence — the  Immanuel  child  would  be  bom  and 
so  named  as  an  evidence  that  God  would  deliver  his  people 
from  a  threatening  military  coalition  (735-34  B.C.).  This  is 
the  literal,  historical  meaning  of  the  passage.  It  is  only  in  a 
more  symbolic  sense  that  the  Immanuel  prophecy  can  be 
applied  to  Jesus,  who  embodies  God's  purposive  action  in 
history.  The  author  of  Matthew,  however,  read  the  Old  Testa- 
ment in  its  Greek  translation  (Septuagint)  and  for  some 
reason  the  Greek  translator  chose  to  render  the  Hebrew  word 
with  the  Greek  word  which  means  "virgin."  Plainly  the 
validity  of  the  doctrine  of  the  Virgin  Birth  must  rest  on  some 
other  grounds  than  the  literal  fulfillment  of  prophecy." 

Still  another  difficulty  arises  when  we  understand  this  argu- 
ment to  mean  the  fulfillment  of  literal  details  predicted 
beforehand.  According  to  such  a  view,  history  is  more  or 
less  prearranged;  otherwise  a  detailed  preview  of  the  future 
would  be  impossible.  Just  as  the  scientist's  prediction  of  the 
date  of  the  return  of  Haley's  comet  presupposes  that  celestial 

12  We  shall  further  discuss  the  Virgin  Birth  in  the  next  chapter. 
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bodies  obey  natural  law,  so  the  prophet's  ability  to  predict  the 
exact  date  of  Jesus'  coming  ^^  and  specific  historical  circum- 
stances in  his  career  would  mean  that  the  course  of  history 
was  fixed  long  in  advance.  In  this  case  human  beings,  though 
having  the  illusion  of  freedom,  were  actually  goose-stepping 
according  to  God's  prearranged  plan  and  timetable.  Such  a 
view  does  violence  to  the  biblical  interpretation  of  history 
which  takes  into  account  both  God's  sovereignty  over  events 
and  man's  freedom  to  make  history.  We  have  previously  dis- 
covered that  the  role  of  the  prophet  was  not  that  of  a  sooth- 
sayer who  reads  the  mysteries  of  the  future.  True,  prophets 
made  predictions,  but  their  specific  forecasts  were  confined  to 
the  immediate  future  and  subject  to  error  and  revision  owing 
to  the  unpredictable  element  in  human  action;  their  major 
prediction  was  that  in  spite  of  all  opposing  forces  God's  Day 
of  Victory  was  certainly  coming.  Therefore  the  language  of 
the  New  Testament,  which  seems  to  imply  that  things  had  to 
happen  this  way  in  order  that  prophecy  might  be  fulfilled, 
should  not  be  strained  to  mean  that  men's  actions  were  pre- 
determined. 

There  is,  however,  an  even  greater  weakness  in  the  excessive 
emphasis  upon  literal  fulfillment  of  prophecy.  If,  as  this  type 
of  argument  assumes,  all  the  facets  of  the  Christian  gospel 
were  announced  in  advance  in  the  Old  Testament  period,  then 
the  New  Testament  is  robbed  of  its  newness.  It  is  true  that  the 
Old  Testament,  which  has  a  dynamic  forward  movement, 
bears  witness  to  and  points  toward  the  Messiah.  But  it  is  quite 
another  matter  to  say  that  the  Old  Testament  bears  witness 
to  Jesus  Christ  and  the  specific  events  of  his  career,  as  some 
European  scholars  are  doing  today  on  the  basis  of  allegorical 
interpretation.^*  In  this  case,  the  Old  and  New  Testaments 

^2  Conservative  Christians  find  a  prediction  of  the  date  of  Jesus'  birth  in 
Daniel  9:25. 

1^  For  a  criticism  of  Wilhelm  Vischer's  treatment  of  "The  Witness  of  the 
Old  Testament  to  Christ,"  see  the  present  writer's  article,  "The  Place  of  the 
Book  of  Esther  in  the  Christian  Bible,"  Journal  of  Religion,  Vol.  xxx,  No.  1, 
January,  1950,  pp.  32-43. 
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are  made  virtually  identical.  The  progressive  momentum  of 
history  is  brought  to  a  standstill  in  a  static  situation,  the 
Gospel  of  Jesus  being  only  a  kind  of  "republication"  (to 
use  the  Deist  word)  of  truths  which  had  been  known  previ- 
ously. If  we  are  to  take  seriously  the  idea  of  historical  fulfill- 
ment, we  must  take  into  account  both  the  messianic  continuity 
of  the  two  Testaments  and  the  movement  of  the  biblical  drama 
toward  the  new  revelation  which  comes  at  the  climax. 

Our  knowledge  of  the  way  Christian  traditions  were  shaped 
by  the  mind  of  the  Church  enables  us  to  assume  that  one  of 
two  things  happened  in  these  instances  of  alleged  fulfillment 
of  detailed  prophecies.  In  some  instances,  like  the  Crucifixion 
itself,  the  event  took  place  and  afterward  devout  Chris- 
tians— eager  to  find  references  to  Jesus  in  the  earliest  Chris- 
tian Bible,  the  Old  Testament — searched  the  Scripture  for 
passages  which  they  could  claim  as  "predictions."  In  other 
cases,  such  as  Jesus'  birth  in  Bethlehem,  certain  Old  Testa- 
ment passages  indicated  that  the  event  should  have  taken 
place  when  the  Messiah  came  and,  in  the  popular  tradition  of 
Christianity,  the  Gospel  story  was  embellished  accordingly. 

For  those  who  take  seriously  a  critical  study  of  the  Bible, 
it  is  impossible  to  use  the  argument  from  prophecy  as  it  was 
used  by  early  Christians  and  by  many  theological  leaders  of 
the  past.  Today  we  have  a  fuller  understanding  of  the  original, 
historic  sense  of  Old  Testament  prophecies.  Thus  we  are  no 
longer  convinced  by  Matthew,  for  instance,  who  finds  a  pro- 
phetic forecast  of  the  Holy  Family's  flight  to  Egypt  in  the 
words  of  Hosea  (11:1) :  "Out  of  Egypt  I  have  called  my  son." 
We  know  that  Hosea  was  referring  not  to  a  future  event  but 
to  the  Exodus  from  Egypt,  and  that  the  "son"  was  not  the 
Messiah  but  the  people,  Israel.  We  must  remember  that  early 
Christians,  who  were  children  of  their  time,  wrote  under 
limitations  of  knowledge  for  which  they  cannot  be  held  re- 
sponsible. It  would  be  just  as  much  a  mistake  to  follow  early 
Christians  all  the  way  in  their  use  of  prophecy  as  it  would 
be  to  adopt  the  belief  that  Moses  wrote  the  Pentateuch  just 
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because  Jesus  and  early  Christians  believed  he  did.  We  can- 
not turn  the  clock  of  history  backward  and  live  in  their  day. 
It  would  be  equally  erroneous,  however,  to  jump  to  the 
other  extreme  and  scrap  the  argument  from  prophecy  com- 
pletely, just  because  we  cannot  follow  a  literal  fulfillment. 
Actually  this  early  use  of  the  Old  Testament  is  correct  in 
principle,  and  indeed  is  basic  to  the  Christian  faith. 

History  and  Prophecy 

What,  then,  do  Christians  really  mean  when  they  say  that 
the  prophets  bear  witness  to  Christ?  Let  us  first  hear  the 
testimony  of  one  of  the  greatest  Christian  theologians  and 
philosophers  of  all  ages:  Augustine.  It  is  doubtful  whether 
any  of  us  could  better  encompass  the  essence  of  the  Christian 
faith  in  a  single  sentence  than  Augustine  does  in  these  words : 

The  fundamental  principle,  the  head  of  this  religion  is  history  and 
prophecy,  that  is,  the  prediction  of  the  disposition  of  Divine  Provi- 
dence for  the  salvation  of  the  human  race  which  needs  to  be  formed 
anew  and  restored  to  eternal  life.^^ 

In  his  pre-Christian  days,  while  still  a  follower  of  Plato, 
Augustine  accepted  the  prevailing  Greek  attitude  toward  his- 
tory. According  to  this  view,  history  constantly  repeats  itself; 
there  is  literally  nothing  new  under  the  sun.  The  notion  of 
purpose  in  history  is  completely  alien  to  the  Greeks,  for 
history,  like  the  revolving  shadow  on  a  sundial,  moves  in 
circles,  without  beginning  and  without  end.  In  Christianity, 
however,  Augustine  found  a  radically  new  outlook  upon 
history,  and  it  is  significant  that  in  his  "defijiition  in  a  nut- 
shell" he  links  together  the  two  words :  history  and  prophecy. 
When  he  spoke  of  prophetic  history  he  meant  that  history  is 
a  progression  of  unique,  creative,  unrepeatable  events  in  a 
purposive  drama  which  has  a  beginning  and  an  end.  Moreover, 
the  dynamic  of  the  forward  moving  drama  of  human  existence 


15  Quoted  and  discussed  by  Erich  Frank  in  his  article,  "The  Role  of  History 
in  Christian  Thought,"  Bulletin  of  the  Duke  Divinity  School,  Vol.  xiv.  No.  3, 
pp.  66  ff. 
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is  the  redemptive  activity  of  God,  discerned  by  prophets  and 
fulfilled  in  Christ.  As  Professor  Frank  points  out,  "the  magic 
circle  of  nature  was  broken  and  transformed  into  the  straight 
line  of  history  which  was  directed  toward  one  ultimate  goal." 
For  Augustine,  history  was  no  longer  measured  by  the  "time 
of  nature,"  the  cyclical  movement  of  the  seasons  and  the  plan- 
ets; time  was  the  measurement  of  the  realization  of  purpose, 
and  God  himself  was  the  "timekeeper."  Perhaps  the  following 
illustration  will  help  to  clarify  this  important  distinction. 
When  we  watch  the  clock,  time  seems  to  drag  by  monotonously 
and  even  meaninglessly.  However,  when  we  are  watching  a 
good  movie,  completely  lost  in  the  story,  we  forget  clock 
time.  Time  is  measured  in  terms  of  the  progression  of  the 
story  from  beginning  to  end. 

When  the  matter  is  put  in  this  light,  the  importance  of  proph- 
ecy in  the  biblical  view  of  history  becomes  apparent,  for 
this  unique  time-consciousness  pervades  the  Bible.^^  The  Old 
Testament  prophets,  as  we  discovered  earlier,  had  to  wage 
a  fierce  battle  against  a  Baal  nature  religion  which  sought  di- 
vine reality  in  the  recurring  cycles  of  nature.  They  spoke  in 
behalf  of  the  God  of  the  Covenant,  the  God  whose  word  was 
heard  in  unique  and  unrepeatable  historical  events,  and  who 
liberated  men  from  the  cycles  of  nature  in  order  that  they 
might  participate  in  the  forward  moving  drama  of  history. 
Indeed,  the  very  concept  of  the  Covenant  is  the  key  to  the 
unique  biblical  perspective  upon  history.  This  is  indicated 
in  the  following  words  of  R.  B.  Y.  Scott: 

Belief  in  a  divine  act  of  choice  at  a  particular  moment  in  history 
.  .  .  gives  to  time  special  significance  as  the  context  of  divine  action 
and  human  moral  response.  It  also  gives  to  history  a  beginning  and 
a  direction.^'' 

For  these  elected  people,  history  had  a  beginning  in  God's 
purpose  and  moved  toward  the  realization  of  his  purpose.  Each 

16  See  the  valuable  sixth  chapter  of  Paul  Minear's  Eyes  of  Faith  (Westmin- 
ster, 1946). 

^"^  The  Relevance  of  the  Prophets  (Macmillan,  1944),  p.  119.  See  also  the 
valuable  discussion,  pp.  135-140. 
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event  was  a  new  act  of  God  in  his  drama  of  salvation.  Every 
crisis  brought  men  nearer  to  the  fulfillment  of  his  Promise. 

In  the  Old  Testament  the  argument  from  prophecy  is  given 
magnificent  expression  in  the  poems  of  Second  Isaiah.  With 
cutting  satire  the  prophet  challenges  the  idols  to  show  proof 
that  they  have  been  able  to  announce  a  purpose  in  advance  and 
bring  it  to  fulfillment  in  history.  It  is  Yahweh  alone,  says  the 
prophet,  who  manifests  his  lordship  over  history  by  predicting 
his  disposition  to  save  his  people  and  by  carrying  out  his  plan 
throughout  the  historical  career  of  Israel.  He,  therefore,  is 
the  one  who  declares  "the  end  from  the  beginning"  and  an- 
nounces things  which  have  not  yet  come  to  pass  (see  41 :21-26 ; 
46:8-10).  Since  Yahweh  is  Lord,  history  is  prophecy,  and 
prophecy  is  the  prediction  of  his  triumph  in  history. 

In  this  manner  the  prophets  of  the  Old  Testament  looked 
toward  the  future.  Their  detailed  forecasts  were  confined  to 
the  immediate  political  crises  of  Israel's  history;  but  they 
also  looked  toward  the  horizons  of  God's  future  when  the 
tensions  of  Israel's  history  would  be  resolved  and  God's  pur- 
pose would  be  realized.  With  renewing  hope  and  imaginative 
vision  they  proclaimed  that  beyond  the  day  of  judgment  would 
be  God's  day  of  mercy,  beyond  Israel's  doom  her  Resurrec- 
tion, beyond  the  broken  covenant  the  New  Covenant.  More- 
over, as  we  have  seen,  prophets  and  apocalyptic  writers  in- 
creasingly focused  their  expectations  upon  the  coming  of  a 
Messiah  who  would  be  God's  agent  in  the  fulfilling  of  the  di- 
vine purpose.  We  should  notice  especially  that  the  messianic 
hope,  whether  expressed  in  the  expectation  of  a  coming  "Son 
of  David"  or  a  heavenly  "Son  of  Man,"  was  the  Hebraic  way 
of  saying  that  history  was  moving  in  the  direction  of  the  real- 
ization of  its  God-intended  goal.  As  Reinhold  Niebuhr  has 
put  it  succinctly:  "A  Christ  is  expected  wherever  history  is 
regarded  as  potentially  meaningful  but  as  still  awaiting  the 
full  disclosure  and  fulfillment  of  its  meaning."  ^^ 

^^  Nature  and  Destiny  of  Man  (Scribner,  1947),  Vol.  II,  p.  4.  All  of  chapter  1 
is  valuable  in  this  connection. 
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Thus  in  "the  fullness  of  time"  Jesus  came  among  the  Jewish 
people.  This  phrase  is  an  apt  description  of  the  creative  char- 
acter of  the  event.  Time  itself  was  "full."  It  was  heavy  and 
pregnant  with  the  sacred  meaning  of  Israel's  past.  It  was  ripe 
for  giving  hirth  to  God's  "new  creation."  According  to  the 
Gospels,  Jesus  himself  was  aware  that  his  appearance  on  the 
stage  of  history  had  been  timed  for  the  moment  of  climax  in 
the  historical  drama.  He  preached  that  the  time  had  been  ful- 
filled, and  told  his  disciples  that  they  were  privileged  to  see 
the  things  which  many  prophets  and  kings  had  desired  to  see 
but  could  only  hope  for  (Matthew  13:17;  Luke  10:24).  The 
"New  Israel"  which  he  gathered  about  himself  recognized  him 
to  be  the  Messiah,  and  testified  that  the  whole  sacred  story  of 
the  Old  Testament  was  summed  up  in  him.  The  election  of  the 
people  of  Israel,  their  deliverance  from  Egyptian  bondage, 
their  entrance  into  the  Promised  Land,  the  idealized  kingship 
of  David,  the  building  of  the  Temple,  the  divine  judgment  of 
the  Exile,  Israel's  resurrection  and  restoration  in  the  priestly 
community  of  Judaism — all  these  events  were  gathered  up 
into  the  person  of  the  Messiah.  The  purpose  of  God,  which 
prophets  had  discerned  dimly  and  partially  in  historical 
crises,  was  being  accomplished.  The  goal  of  history,  heralded 
by  prophets  from  a  distance,  had — in  some  sense — been 
reached.  The  messianic  age  was  dawning. 

This  enthusiastic  conviction  led  the  Church  to  claim  that  the 
various  details  of  Jesus'  career  had  been  predicted  by  the 
prophets.  Rather  than  accepting  all  of  these  claims  unre- 
servedly, we  must  understand  the  reason  early  Christians  made 
them.  The  basic  motivation  was  the  conviction  that  Jesus' 
ministry  was  not  an  isolated  event:  it  was  integrally  related 
to  the  whole  sacred  drama.  The  various  episodes  in  his  career 
were  not  accidental  developments;  behind  them  was  the  prior 
purpose  and  activity  of  God  manifested  throughout  the  Old 
Testament  period.  Therefore,  said  Christians,  all  these  things 
were  done  in  order  that  prophecy  might  be  fulfilled.  The  case 
for  the  fulfillment  of  prophecy,  however,  does  not  rest  upon 
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the  accomplishment  of  precise  predictions  made  centuries  in 
advance.  The  fundamental  "prediction"  accomplished  was, 
as  Augustine  said,  God's  ancient  promise  to  re-create  the 
human  race.  In  so  far  as  prophets  discerned  God's  redemptive 
activity  in  the  events  of  their  time,  and  thereby  imaginatively 
pointed  toward  the  Day  when  God's  purpose  would  be  realized, 
it  is  proper  to  say  in  the  words  of  the  Eastern  Orthodox  hom- 
ily: "The  Prophets  with  their  trumpets  proclaim  before  Him 
their  mysteries." 

Let  us  not  suppose,  however,  that  the  New  Testament  ful- 
fills the  Old  only  by  progressing  beyond  it  one  stage  further, 
as,  say,  one  reaches  higher  mathematics  by  going  beyond  arith- 
metic. From  Matthew  to  Revelation  we  find  a  constant  empha- 
sis upon  newness:  the  New  Covenant,  the  New  Creation,  the 
New  Israel,  the  New  Jerusalem.  In  one  sense  Christianity  is 
continuous  with  the  expectations  of  the  Old  Testament;  but  in 
another  and  equally  important  sense  it  represents  a  radical 
break,  a  sharp  discontinuity.  This  gospel,  to  use  Jesus'  figure, 
was  "new  wine"  that  could  not  be  contained  in  old  wineskins; 
it  was  a  new  garment,  not  just  a  patch  sewed  upon  the  old 
clothes  of  Judaism  (Mark  2:21-22).  Although  the  prophets 
foreshadowed  the  coming  of  the  Christ,  men  could  not  recog- 
nize Jesus  of  Nazareth  as  that  Christ  without  a  repentance 
which  altered  their  entire  perspective.  Their  blind  eyes  had 
to  be  opened  by  the  miracle  of  God's  revelaticm. 

The  clearest  proof  of  this  is  that  many  Jews  then  (and  now) 
could  not  accept  Jesus  as  Messiah,  nor  could  they  be  moved 
by  the  claim  that  their  own  Scriptures  bore  witness  to  him. 
They  had  expected  a  victorious  Messiah  who  would  "redeem 
Israel"  by  giving  the  nation  its  deserved  place  in  the  sun,  but 
they  had  not  expected  a  suffering  and  crucified  Messiah.  They 
had  anticipated  the  fulfillment  of  God's  purpose  in  history, 
but  they  could  not  conceive  of  God  manifesting  his  omnipo- 
tence in  a  Cross.  According  to  the  tradition,  even  the  disciples 
were  baffled  by  Jesus'  strange  role  (Mark  8:31-33;  10:35-45) 
and  after  the  Resurrection  entertained  the  hope  that  Jesus 
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would  soon  "restore  the  kingdom  to  Israel"  (Acts  1:6).  This 
was  the  stumbling  block,  that  when  God's  Messiah  ap- 
peared he  was  glorified  and  made  perfect  through  sufifering. 
This  was  the  "divine  surprise"  which  confounded  all  Jewish 
nationalistic  expectations.  As  Paul  wrote  to  the  Qiurch  at 
Corinth: 

We  preach  Christ  crucified,  unto  the  Jews  a  stumbling  block,  and 
unto  the  Greeks  foolishness,  but  unto  them  which  are  called  [that  is, 
grasped  by  the  divine  meaning  of  this  Event] ,  both  Jews  and  Greeks, 
Christ  the  power  of  God  and  the  wisdom  of  God.^^ 

—I  Corinthians  1 :23-24 

To  the  Church,  the  Cross  was  the  manifestation  of  God's 
power  in  human  history,  the  realization  of  his  redemptive  pur- 
pose implicit  from  the  first  in  the  deliverance  of  Israel  from 
Egyptian  bondage.  And  to  men  of  faith  the  assurance  of  this 
was  that  God  raised  Jesus  from  the  dead,  exalted  him  to  his 
right  hand,  and  poured  out  his  Spirit  upon  the  Church. 

From  this  new  vantage  point  of  faith,  the  Church  read  the 
Old  Testament  and  found  in  it  foreshadowings  of  the  supreme 
manifestation  of  God's  redemptive  action  in  Christ.  Many  of 
the  passages  to  which  Christians  turned  had  not  been  intended 
originally  in  a  messianic  sense.  This  was  the  case,  for  instance, 
with  the  "Suffering  Servant"  passages,  Isaiah  53  and  Psalm 
22.  We  cannot  think  of  these  passages  as  being  fulfilled  in  the 
sense  that  the  writers  were  able  to  forecast  either  the  coming 
of  one  named  Jesus  or  to  predict  the  exact  details  of  his  Pas- 
sion. But  in  so  far  as  these  passages  witness  to  God's  redemp- 
tion through  sufi'ering  (see  I  Peter  2:21-25)  they  do  focus 
upon  Him  who  conceived  his  messianic  role  to  be  that  of  the 
Sufi'ering  Servant.  So  Paul  could  say,  quoting  the  received 
tradition,  "Christ  died  for  our  sins  according  to  Scripture" 
(especially  Isaiah  53).  Likewise  Philip — according  to  an 
important  story  found  in  Acts  8:30-35 — ^met  the  perplexity 


19  For  a  discussion  of  the  Christ  who  came,  but  not  according  to  men's 
expectations,  see  Niebuhr,  op.  cit.,  H,  chapter  2. 
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of  the  Ethiopian  eunuch  about  the  meaning  of  Isaiah  53  by 
"beginning  from  this  Scripture"  and  preaching  unto  him 
Jesus.  Thus  the  New  Testament  fulfills  the  Old,  not  only  by 
bringing  the  sacred  drama  to  a  denouement,  but  by  altering 
men's  understanding  as  to  the  way  God  accomplishes  his 
triumph  and  effects  his  sovereignty  over  history. 

Christianity  and  the  Two  Testaments 

It  is  clear,  then,  that  instead  of  making  the  Old  Testament 
obsolete  for  Christians,  the  event  of  the  Crucifixion-Resurrec- 
tion opened  their  eyes  so  that  they  could  read  it  rightly.  Christ 
provided  the  key  with  which  Christians  could  unlock  the  Scrip- 
tures, bringing  forth  treasures  both  new  and  old.  This  is  the 
point  of  a  beautiful  story  found  in  Luke  (24:13-32),  accord- 
ing to  which  the  Risen  Christ  joins  two  travelers  as  they  walk 
along  the  road  to  Emmaus  shortly  after  the  first  tidings  of  the 
Resurrection.  The  travelers  are  puzzled,  but  the  Stranger  ex- 
claims: 

0  foolish  men,  and  slow  of  heart  to  believe  all  that  the  prophets 
have  spoken!  Was  it  not  necessary  that  the  Christ  should  suffer  these 
things  and  enter  into  his  glory?  And  beginning  with  Moses  [the 
Law]  and  all  the  prophets,  he  interpreted  to  them  in  all  the  scrip- 
tures the  things  concerning  himself. 

It  is  interesting  that  this  story  is  given  to  us  only  by  Luke, 
an  educated  Gentile  who  wrote  for  the  purpose  of  commending 
Christianity  to  Gentile  readers.  However,  Gentiles  could  not 
easily  be  persuaded  by  this  appeal  to  the  Old  Testament.  As 
long  as  a  Jewish  background  could  be  presupposed,  it  is  un- 
derstandable that  Jesus  would  be  seen  within  the  setting  of 
the  historical  memories  of  the  Jewish  tradition  and  that  such 
Christians  in  their  elation  over  the  rediscovery  of  the  Old 
Testament  would  exclaim:  "Did  not  our  hearts  burn  within 
us  . . .  while  he  [the  Risen  Christ]  opened  to  us  the  Scrip- 
tures?" But  as  Christianity  became  increasingly  Gentile  in 
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complexion,  it  was  not  so  easy  for  people,  coming  out  of  a 
different  historical  and  cultural  background,  to  accept  the 
categories  of  the  Old  Testament.  In  time  this  led  to  a  crisis 
which  threatened  the  retention  of  the  Old  Testament  in  the 
Christian  Church.  To  understand  the  nature  of  this  crisis,  we 
must  deal  briefly  with  the  development  of  the  New  Testament 
canon. 

Throughout  the  whole  of  the  first  century  Christians  had  no 
Scripture  of  their  own.  During  this  period,  however,  the  Jews 
had  a  three-part  canon — the  Law,  Prophets,  and  Writings — 
and  this  was  accepted  as  the  Christian's  Bible.  In  fact,  when- 
ever early  Christians  used  the  word  "Scripture"  they  referred, 
almost  always,  not  to  distinctively  Christian  writings  but  to 
part  or  all  of  the  Old  Testament  (Matt.  22:29;  Acts  17:2;  and 
so  on).  Christian  writings  emerged  gradually,  evoked  by  the 
practical  situations  in  the  life  of  the  Church,  and  increasingly 
these  writings  gained  prestige  in  the  Christian  community. 
There  is  reason  to  believe,  for  instance,  that  near  the  end  of 
the  century  a  collection  of  Paul's  letters  circulated  among  vari- 
ous churches.  Moreover,  the  period  of  time  covered  by  the 
Four  Gospels  (a.d.  70-110)  witnessed  the  appearance  of  the 
rest  of  the  literature  now  found  in  the  New  Testament:  first, 
the  literature  which  reflects  the  persecutions  experienced  dur- 
ing the  succession  of  Roman  emperors  from  Nero  to  Domi- 
tian  (I  Peter,  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews,  the  Revelation  of 
John),  and  later — after  Domitian's  death  in  a.d.  96 — litera- 
ture which  reflects  the  relaxation  of  persecution  and  the  in- 
creasing concern  of  the  Church  to  consolidate  its  position  by 
giving  attention  to  questions  of  faith  and  conduct  (the  Pastoral 
Epistles  to  Timothy  and  Titus  and  the  Catholic  or  General 
Epistles  of  John  and  Jude).^°  But  throughout  this  period, 
when  the  Church  was  expanding  and  consolidating  its  position, 
there  was  no  thought  of  a  sacred  canon  of  uniquely  Christian 
writings.  Christianity  from  the  very  first  had  relied  primarily 

20  The  clear  exception  is  II  Peter,  which  is  usually  dated  pretty  well  along 
in  the  second  century. 
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upon  the  oral  communications  of  its  message.  As  late  as  a.d. 
140  Papias  declared — at  a  time  when  the  Four  Gospels  and 
other  writings  were  well  known — that  "what  was  to  be  got 
from  books  was  not  so  profitable  to  me  as  what  came  from  the 
living  and  abiding  voice." 

In  the  second  century,  however,  the  Church  faced  a  new 
situation.  The  early  eyewitnesses  had  all  disappeared,  and 
the  primitive  Christian  gospel  was  threatened  by  the  influx 
of  Gentiles  who  approached  Christianity  from  the  standpoint 
of  the  predominant  categories  of  Greek  culture  and  philosophy. 
The  issue  was  brought  to  a  crisis  by  the  teachings  of  Marcion, 
to  whom  we  referred  in  a  previous  chapter,  and  whose  posi- 
tion rested  upon  a  Greek  conception  of  God — a  conception 
which  did  not  allow  any  emphasis  upon  either  divine  creation 
of  the  world  or  divine  action  in  history.  To  him  it  was  incon- 
ceivable that  God  could  "dirty  his  hands,"  as  it  were,  by  creat- 
ing this  evil  world,  and  it  was  equally  fantastic  that  he  could 
be  identified  with  the  tragedies  and  changes  of  history.  On 
this  premise  he  rejected  the  Old  Testament  as  Christian  Scrip- 
ture and  proposed  as  a  Christian  canon  a  few  carefully  selected 
writings  now  found  in  the  New  Testament. 

The  Church  met  Marcion's  challenge  at  both  points.  First, 
instead  of  his  highly  selective  method  of  determining  Chris- 
tian writings,  the  Church  adopted  the  standard  of  "apostolic 
authority,"  that  is,  a  given  writing  had  to  have  been  composed 
by  a  known  apostle  or  associate  of  an  apostle  and  therefore 
had  to  give  witness  to  the  apostolic  Christianity  of  the  first 
century.  These  second  century  Christians  applied  this  princi- 
ple to  the  best  of  their  ability  though,  of  course,  not  being 
able  to  use  the  methods  of  "historical  criticism."  Some  of  the 
books  now  contained  in  the  New  Testament  were  questioned  for 
a  time.  The  authorship  of  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  was  held 
to  be  doubtful  by  some,  and  the  Revelation  of  John  seemed  to 
be  out  of  line  with  apostolic  writings.  Likewise  there  was  some 
uncertainty  whether  Second  Peter  was  written  by  the  apostle 
Peter,  and  there  was  question  about  when  the  epistles  of  James 
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and  Jude  were  written.  Nevertheless,  there  was  clear  consensus 
that  the  hulk  of  our  present  New  Testament  was  authoritative, 
not  because  these  writings  were  selected  by  ecclesiastical  lead- 
ers, but  because  the  Church  in  its  common  life  intuitively 
recognized  that  they  proclaimed  the  faith  which  the  Church 
had  received  and  which  was  the  basis  of  its  ongoing  life.^^  In 
the  second  place,  on  this  same  ground  Marcion's  rejection  of 
the  Old  Testament  was  condemned  as  a  heresy,  for  it  could 
be  demonstrated  that  his  position  obviously  departed  from 
the  apostolic  Christianity  of  the  first  century. 

The  ghost  of  Marcion  continues  to  haunt  the  Church,  es- 
pecially in  our  day  when  some  would  relegate  the  Old  Testa- 
ment to  a  position  of  "primitive  origins"  or  condemn  it  to 
practical  disuse.  The  presence  of  the  Old  Testament  in  the 
Christian  Bible  occasions  difficulties,  some  of  which  we  have 
dealt  with  in  previous  chapters,  but  we  can  put  this  down  as 
an  axiom:  without  the  Old  Testament  the  distinctive  message 
of  Christianity  would  evaporate  into  thin  air.  Apart  from  the 
New  Testament  the  Old  Testament  is  a  mere  torso;  and  apart 
from  the  Old  Testament  the  New  Testament  quickly  becomes 
a  non-Christian  book.  Since  Christianity  rests  upon  the  faith 
that  God  has  acted  redemptively  in  history — a  conviction 
which  Marcion's  Greek  mind  could  not  tolerate  and  which  is 
still  "foolishness"  to  modern  "Greeks" — the  Christian  Church 
necessarily  must  embrace  both  Testaments.  It  remains  true, 
as  Augustine  said  long  ago,  that  the  essence  of  Christianity 
is  history  and  prophecy. 


21  The  rest  of  the  twenty-seven  writings  of  our  New  Testament  were  gradually 
accepted  as  authoritative  in  the  Christian  community,  and  their  final  acceptance 
was  formally  ratified  by  the  Council  of  Carthage,  a.d.  397.  For  a  brief  discussion 
of  the  growth  of  the  canon,  see  H.  J.  Carpenter,  The  Interpretation  of  the  Bible, 
ed.  C.  W.  Dugmore  (London,  Society  for  Promoting  Human  Knowledge,  1944) , 
pp.  1-9. 
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HE  BIOGRAPHER  OF  Henry  David  Thoreau  relates  a  char- 
acteristic anecdote  of  the  poet-naturalist  of  New  England. 
When  Thoreau  was  approaching  death,  his  Calvinistic  aunt 
asked  the  timely  question,  "Henry,  have  you  made  your  peace 
with  God?"  Unperturbed  by  the  lingering  ghost  of  the  Cal- 
vinism which  had  been  banished  from  New  England,  Thoreau 
answered  pleasantly:  "I  didn't  know  we  had  ever  quarreled, 
Aunt!"  ^ 

This  anecdote  illustrates  the  spirit  which  has  prevailed  in 
America  during  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  centuries.  Jona- 
than Edwards  (1703-58),  representing  a  virile  Calvinism, 
had  been  the  key  figure  in  a  "Great  Awakening"  which  spread 
like  wildfire  through  New  England.  Through  his  preaching, 
people  became  vividly  conscious  of  the  awesome  rift  which 
separates  sinful  man  from  the  holy  God.  But  this  Calvinism, 
even  though  championed  by  one  of  America's  greatest  theolo- 
gians and  the  first  president  of  Princeton  University,  was  not 
palatable  in  young  America  which  was  just  beginning  to 
"feel  its  oats."  The  history  of  America  since  the  time  of  Ed- 
wards has  been  marked  by  a  steady  decline  of  emphasis  upon 
the  reality  of  sin,  and  by  the  ready  acceptance  of  the  doctrine 
that  there  is  no  quarrel  between  God  and  reasonable,  well- 
intending,  and  essentially  good  men.  In  our  own  time  some 

1  Edward  Waldo  Emerson,  Henry  Thoreau,  As  Remembered  by  a  Young 
Friend  (Houghton,  1917),  pp.  117  f.  I  am  grateful  to  my  student,  John  Bridges, 
for  this  reference. 

180 


GOD  WAS  IN  CHRIST  181 

psychologists  have  insisted  that  the  word  *'sin"  should  be 
stricken  from  the  vocabulary.  Many  ministers  hesitate  to  use_ 
the  word  in  the  pulpit.  And  the  words  of  the  prayer  of  General 
Confession,  "There  is  no  health  in  us,"  strike  most  people  as 
being  medieval. 

It  is  precisely  because  men,  a  la  Thoreau,  are  not  troubled 
by  a  consciousness  of  estrangement  from  God  that  the  New_ 
Testament,  and  indeed  the  whole  Bible,  constitutes  a  problem. 
From  beginning  to  end,  the  Bible  deals  with  sin,  with  man's 
rebellion  against  God.  From  the  biblical  viewpoint,  this  is 
the  very  stuff  of  history:  man's  will  in  opposition  to  God's 
will,  man's  attempt  to  live  in  terms  of  his  own  self-defined 
purpos£,  man's  self-sufficiency  in  conflict  with  God's  jealous 
demand  that  he  be  the  sole  center  of  life.  As  far  as  the  Bible 
is  concerned  there  is  a  quarrel  between  man  and  God.  The 
New  Testament  puts  it  in  strong  language:  men  are,  before 
the  experience  of  reconciliation,  "enemies"  of  God  (Romans 
5:10).  But  if  men  are  unaware  of  this  quarrel,  if  "sin"  is 
only  a  neurosis  which  educated  and  mature  people  outgrow, 
then  the  biblical  message  concerning  God's  redemption  is 

largely  meaningless.  In  this  case,  the  Bible  proclaims  the  an: 

swer  to  an  unasked  question.  It  offers  a  cure  to  those  who  do 
not  need  a  physician.  If  such  people  read  the  Bible  at  all,  it 
is  only  because  it  is  great  literature,  or  because  it  inspires^ 
one  to  live  a  good  moral  life,  or  because  of  its  lofty  conception 
of  God. 

The  Role  of  the  Messiah 

This  is  not  the  place  to  evaluate  the  modem  view,  and  the 
various  attempts  to  modernize  Jesus  so  that  he  might  be  ac- 
ceptable in  our  world.  Our  primary  purpose  is  to  understand 
the  role  of  Jesus  Christ  according  to  the  New  Testament  view. 
In  this  chapter  we  shall  be  concerned  with  the  person  of  Jesus 
in  the  original  sense  of  the  Latin  persona,  a  word  which  once 
referred  to  the  mask  worn  by  actors  and  therefore  to  the  part 
played  in  a  drama.  We  have  discovered  that  the  Bible  sets 
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forth  a  sacred  drama — a  drama  which  moves  forward  dy- 
namically from  the  call  of  Israel  to  the  establishment  of  the 
Church,  the  New  Israel  of  God.  Now  we  must  inquire  more 
deeply  into  the  role  which  Jesus  performs  in  this  drama. 

In  a  real  sense  all  the  literature  of  the  New  Testament  gives 
variations  upon  a  single  theme,  stated  magnificently  by  Paul 
in  two  sentences  which  supplement  each  other:  "God  was  in 
Christ  reconciling  the  world  to  himself"  (II  Corinthians  5:19) 
and  "God  shows  his  love  for  us  in  that  while  we  were  yet  sin- 
ners Christ  died  for  us"  (Romans  5:8).  These  words  testify 
that  through  Christ  God  took  the  initiative  to  bridge  the  gulf 
which  men's  sin  had  brought  into  being.  By  the  power  of  his 
freely  offered  love  (agape)  ^  he  sought  to  break  through  the 
egocentric  boundaries  of  human  existence  in  order  that  men 
might  acknowledge  him  whom  to  serve  is  perfect  freedom. 
Surely  no  one  can  fail  to  notice  the  diversities  of  the  New 
Testament  as  he  reads  the  Synoptic  Gospels,  Paul's  Letters, 
First  Peter,  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews,  the  Pastoral  and  Cath- 
olic Epistles,  the  Johannine  writings,  or  the  Revelation.  How- 
ever, just  as  an  organist  utilizes  the  various  stops  and  manuals 
of  his  instrument  as  he  elaborates  the  theme  of  a  Bach  chorale, 
so  the  New  Testament  uses  the  infinite  richness  of  language 
and  experience  to  proclaim  this  central  message  to  the  world. 

As  was  pointed  out  in  the  last  chapter,  the  person  and  work 
of  Jesus  can  be  understood  properly  only  within  the  setting 
which  the  Old  Testament  provides.  The  New  Testament  claims 
that  God's  redemptive  purpose,  implicit  from  the  first  in  his 
deliverance  of  Israel  from  Egyptian  bondage,  was  consum- 
mated in  the  greater  deliverance  accomplished  by  Christ.  It 
is  not  surprising,  therefore,  that  the  vocation  of  Jesus  is  de- 
picted in  terms  of  the  categories  which  in  the  past  had  been 
applied  to  the  people,  Israel.  He  is  the  "Son"  (Hosea  11:1; 

2  The  New  Testament  Greek  word  agape  takes  on  the  unique  meaning  of  the 
Christian  gospel.  It  stresses  the  outgoing  of  God's  love  to  those  who  do  not 
deserve  his  favor;  that  is,  as  Paul  says,  it  was  given  "while  we  were  yet  sinners" 
(see  also  I  John  4:10).  Thus  the  word  is  equivalent  to  "grace"  or  "forgiveness." 
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cf.  Mark  9:7),  the  Elect  One  in  whom  God  delights  (Isaiah 
42:1;  cf.  Mark  1:11),  the  "Servant"  (Isaiah  52:13 ff.;  cf. 
Acts  3:13),  and  the  "Son  of  Man"  (Daniel  7:13;  cf.  Mark 
10:45) .  Above  all,  Second  Isaiah's  description  of  the  Suffering 
Servant  was  used,  evidently  by  Jesus  himself  and  certainly  by 
the  early  Church,  to  proclaim  the  meaning  of  the  Cross.  God 
was  in  Israel  reconciling  the  world  unto  himself:  this  had 
been  the  testimony  of  Second  Isaiah  as  he  contemplated  the 
tragic  and  glorious  destiny  of  Israel.  God  was  in  Jesus  rec- 
onciling the  world  unto  himself:  this  was  the  unanimous 
testimony  of  those  who  knew  him  who  was  glorified  through 
suffering. 

This  raises  questions  for  many  of  us.  What  do  Christians 
mean  when  they  say  that  "God  was  in  Christ"?  In  the  early 
centuries  serious  discussion  of  the  implications  of  this  affirma- 
tion led  to  the  formulation  of  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity,  which 
has  been  and  is  still  the  heart  of  orthodox  Christianity.  "God 
in  three  Persons  [Father,  Son,  Holy  Spirit],  blessed  Trinity!" 
These  words  of  the  familiar  hymn  witness  to  the  tremendous 
claims  which  Christians  make  on  behalf  of  Christ.  In  our 
more  reflective  moments,  however,  some  of  us  wonder  about 
the  meaning  of  what  we  sing  and  affirm.  Was  Jesus  divine  and 
human,  God  and  man?  What  is  the  relation  between  the  "chris- 
tology"  (doctrine  about  Christ)  of  early  apostles  like  Peter 
and  Paul,  and  the  mission  and  message  of  Jesus  himself  as 
set  forth  in  the  Gospels?  In  other  words,  what  is  the  relation 
between  the  gospel  of  Jesus  and  the  gospel  that  is  Jesus,  be- 
tween the  message  and  the  man?  These  are  important  issues 
which  we  should  approach  with  both  reverence  and  honesty. 

The  Days  of  His  Flesh 

We  shall  approach  this  subject  through  the  gateway  of  Form 
Criticism.  At  the  risk  of  retreading  some  of  the  ground  covered 
in  the  last  chapter,  two  points  must  be  kept  in  mind  as  we  dis- 
cuss the  public  ministry  of  Jesus. 
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First,  it  is  impossible  to  write  a  "life  of  Jesus,''  if  by  that 
phrase  is  meant  a  kind  of  day-by-day  diary  of  his  actions  and 
thoughts.  It  is  questionable,  for  instance,  whether  we  can  rely 
upon  the  Marcan  order  of  events  in  Jesus'  career,  an  outline 
which  Matthew  and  Luke  largely  adopted  from  the  earliest 
Gospel.  Form  Critics  emphasize  that  Mark  for  the  most  part 
;  merely  joined  together  the  various  units  of  the  oral  tradition 
{  by  artificial  connecting  devices  (like  "as  he  was  on  the  road," 
"as  he  was  in  the  boat,"  and  so  forth)  and  that  Mark's  selec- 
tion and  arrangement  of  the  material  were  governed  by  his 
own  interest  and  interpretation.^  If  this  is  true,  we  cannot 
trace  Jesus'  travels,  date  his  utterances,  or  locate  incidents 
geographically. 

In  the  second  place,  all  the  units  of  the  oral  tradition  were 
vehicles  for  expressing  the  post-Resurrection  faith  of  the 
Church,  as  set  forth  in  the  early  apostolic  sermons.  The  Gospel 
writers  were  not  biographers  but  "propagandists"  in  the  best 
sense  of  the  word.  Similarly  the  preachers  and  teachers  of 
J  the  oral  period  remembered  the  words  and  works  of  Jesus 
^  in  the  light  of  the  Resurrection,  which  cast  its  rays  backward 
into  his  earthly  career.  In  other  words,  in  the  gospel  traditions 
we  do  not  have  a  photograph  of  "the  historical  Jesus"  snapped 
by  a  mechanically  disinterested  camera  lens ;  we  have,  rather, 
a  portrait  of  Jesus  which  artistically  registers  the  impression 
of  the  person  upon  his  followers.  Any  attempt  to  reach  a  "his- 
torical Jesus" — a  kind  of  hypothetical  "x"  which  lies  behind 
the  faith  of  the  Church — soon  reaches  a  point  of  diminishing 
returns. 

This  does  not  mean  that  we  are  driven  to  skepticism  about 
the  historical  Jesus,  for  we  would  face  a  similar  problem  in 
dealing  with,  say,  Socrates,  who  left  no  writings  and  is  known 
to  us  only  by  his  impact  upon  others.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  the 
fragments  of  the  oral  tradition  are  invaluable  to  us,  for  in 
many  cases  they  give  vivid  glimpses  of  Jesus  in  action,  small 

3  Form  Critics  say  that  the  one  exception  to  this  is  the  Passion  Story,  which 
was  remembered  as  a  dramatic  sequence  from  the  very  first. 


GOD  WAS  IN  CHRIST  185 

tableaux  of  various  episodes  in  his  ministry.  Moreover,  within 
the  limitations  defined  by  the  nature  of  the  gospel  tradition 
it  is  possible  to  reconstruct  in  outline  the  broad  features  of  his 
career  and  the  essential  aspects  of  his  message. 

At  the  outset  of  his  career  Jesus  was  associated  with  John 
the  Baptist.  A  rugged  and  dramatic  figure  who  resembled 
Elijah  (compare  Mark  1:6  and  II  Kings  1:8),  John  preached 
the  coming  of  the  Messiah  and  baptized  those  who  obeyed  his 
call  to  repentance.*  After  his  baptism,  Jesus  spent  an  indefinite 
time  preaching  in  the  province  of  Galilee.  He  chose  twelve 
disciples  and  sent  them  out  on  a  preaching  deputation  through 
Galilee.  Here  we  have  evidence  that  Jesus  intended  to  form  a 
new  community  which  would  correspond  to  the  "Remnant" 
or  People  of  the  New  Covenant  about  which  prophets  had 
spoken  (Isaiah  10:20-22;  Jeremiah  31:31-34).  Just  as  Isaiah 
gathered  around  him  disciples  who  were  to  be  the  embodiment__ 
of  the  Remnant  (Isaiah  8:16-18),  so  Jesus  called  twelve  dis-_ 
ciples — one  for  each  of  the  twelve  tribes  of  Israel — to  be  the_ 
nucleus  of  the  New  Israel  of  God,  the  Church.^ 

Increasingly  Jesus  evoked  the  opposition  of  the  leading 
elements  of  Jewish  society.  Each  of  the  rival  parties  of  Ju- 
daism had  its  own  reason  for  disliking  him  and  joining  in  a 
conspiracy  against  his  life:  the  pious  devotees  of  the  Law  of 
Moses  (scribes  and  Pharisees),  the  priestly  aristocracy  which 
represented  the  vested  interests  of  the  Temple  (Sadducees), 
and  the  left-wing  patriots  who  wanted  immediate  action  against 
Rome  (Zealots).  Jesus  did  not  fit  into  the  categories  of  any 
of  these  parties ;  as  a  matter  of  fact,  he  posed  a  threat  to  their 

*  Jews  allowed  proselytes  to  join  the  Jewish  community  on  the  condition  that 
they  were  purified  by  this  water  ceremony.  John,  however,  administered  baptism 
to  Jews  who  desired  to  join  the  penitent  remnant  who  awaited  the  Messiah. 

^  Some  New  Testament  scholars  dispute  the  idea  that  Jesus  intended  to  form 
a  new  society,  on  the  ground  that  the  word  "church"  (ecclesia)  occurs  in  only 
two  passages  of  the  Gospels  (Matt.  16:18;  18:17),  both  of  which  belong  allegedly 
to  a  late  stage  of  the  literary  tradition.  For  a  brief  defense  of  the  view  taken 
above,  see  Archibald  M.  Hunter,  The  Message  of  the  New  Testament  (West- 
minster, 1944),  pp.  52-65.  It  will  be  readily  granted,  of  course,  that  the  small 
messianic  community  did  not  become  the  Church  Militant  until  the  post-Resur- 
rection experience  of  Pentecost  (see  Acts  2). 
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respective  interests  and  party  platforms.  Not  only  was  Jesus 
persona  non  grata  to  Jewish  leaders,  but  his  activity  aroused 
the  opposition  of  Roman  officials  in  Palestine.  Fearing  the 
political  implications  of  a  messianic  movement,  Herod  Anti- 
pas,  the  Roman  ruler  of  Galilee,  began  to  draw  his  net  around 
Jesus  as  he  had  done  previously  in  the  case  of  John.  So  Jesus, 
knowing  that  "a  prophet  cannot  perish  out  of  Jerusalem" 
(Luke  13:33),  left  Herod's  territory  and  went  into  the  prov- 
ince of  Judea.  After  a  brief  ministry  in  Jerusalem,  during 
which  he  evoked  the  hostility  of  Sadducees  who  connived  with 
Rome  to  protect  their  Temple  leadership,  he  was  executed 
under  Pontius  Pilate  on  the  charge  of  pretending  to  be  a 
messianic  King.  From  the  Jewish  standpoint  this  was  blas- 
phemy; from  the  Roman  standpoint  it  was  treason.  Although 
Jesus  was  nailed  to  death  according  to  the  Roman  (not  the 
Jewish)  form  of  capital  punishment,  crucifixion,  it  must  be 
remembered  that  both  Jews  and  Gentiles  co-operated  to  get 
rid  of  him.  He  was  indicted  by  good,  respectable,  religious 
people  and  crucified  under  the  authority  of  the  most  advanced 
^system  of  law  and  justice  of  the  time. 

This  is  the  skeleton  outline  of  Jesus'  public  career.  What 
was  the  meaning  of  the  things  he  said  and  did  during  his  brief 
ministry?  Perhaps  the  best  answer  to  this  question  is  given  in 
a  story  preserved  in  Luke's  Gospel  (4:16-30).  Jesus  went  to 
the  synagogue  in  his  home  town,  Nazareth.  As  was  the  custom 
in  the  case  of  a  visiting  rabbi,  he  was  given  the  opportunity  to 
read  from  the  Scripture  and  to  make  a  brief  exposition  of  its 
meaning.  Turning  to  Isaiah  61:1-2,  he  read: 

The  Spirit  of  the  Lord  is  upon  me, 

Because  he  has  anointed  me  to  preach  good  news  to  the  poor. 

He  has  sent  me  to  proclaim  release  to  the  captives, 

And  recovering  of  sight  to  the  blind; 

To  set  at  liberty  those  that  are  oppressed, 

To  proclaim  the  acceptable  year  of  the  Lord. 

The  substance  of  his  commentary  was:  "Today  this  Scrip- 
ture has  been  fulfilled  in  your  hearing."  The  passage  clearly 
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states  the  purpose  of  Jesus'  ministry  and  describes  his  role  as 
that  of  bringing  to  fulfillment  the  expectations  of  Old  Testa- 
ment prophecy.  He  was  anointed  (cf.  "Messiah")  for  a  unique 
task,  which  included  preaching,  healing,  and  accomplishing 
God's  promised  redemption.  Let  us  look  more  closely  at  each 
of  these  three  aspects  of  his  ministry. 

Jesus^  Preaching  of  the  Gospel 

Jesus'  message  was  set  in  the  context  of  the  belief  in  the 
drawing  near  of  "the  Kingdom  of  God."  The  phrase  must  not 
be  construed  to  mean  primarily  a  realm,  as  we  would  speak 
of  the  British  kingdom.  The  underlying  Aramaic  phrase  means 
basically  "Kingly  Rule"  or  "Sovereignty."  The  Jews  of  Jesus' 
day  used  the  phrase  in  a  twofold  sense.  The  rabbis  taught 
that  when  a  man  obeyed  the  Law  he  took  upon  himself  "the 
yoke  of  the  Kingdom."  Thus  God's  rule  was  present  wherever 
faith  was  found,  even  though  to  all  outward  appearances  the 
world  was  under  the  dominion  of  evil.  Also,  in  the  spirit  of 
the  prophets  and  apocalyptic  writers,  the  phrase  was  used  to 
refer  to  the  time  when  God  would  finally  manifest  his  sover- 
eignty by  overthrowing  the  evil  forces  of  history  and  graciously 
manifesting  his  day  of  favor  ("the  acceptable  year  of  the 
Lord").  Thus  paradoxically,  the  Kingdom  was  conceived  as, 
being  both  present  (in  faith)  and  yet  to  come  (in  hope). 

Jesus'  message,  belonging  fundamentally  in  the  prophetic- 
apocalyptic  tradition  of  Judaism,  stressed  the  latter  part  of 
the  paradox,  and  thus  brought  the  two  poles  of  the  magnet — 
present  faith  and  future  hope — close  together.  According  to 
Mark,  he  came  preaching  "the  gospel  of  the  Kingdom  of 
God,"  saying,  "The  time  is  fulfilled,  and  the  Kingdom  of  God 
is  at  hand  [or,  "has  come  near"] :  repent  and  believe  in  the 
gospel"  (Mark  1:14-15).  Jesus  preached  with  the  urgency 
bom  of  the  realization  that  men  were  living  in  the  "zero  hour" 
of  history  when  God's  "time"  was  on  the  verge  of  being  mani- 
fested. It  was  no  situation  for  complacency  or  quibbling  like 
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children  at  their  games  (Matthew  11:16-17;  Luke  7:31-32). 
It  was  a  time  for  action,  decision,  repentance.  Just  as  night 
watchers  behold  the  first  signs  of  day  in  the  dawn  hours  before 
the  sun  bursts  in  full  radiance,  likewise — even  before  the 
Kingdom  of  God  comes  in  glory — its  powers  were  spreading 
through  the  world!  In  various  parables  Jesus  described  the 
Kingdom  as  being  in  the  process  of  arriving.  The  Kingdom, 
he  said,  is  like  a  lump  of  leaven  diffusing  its  energy  through 
meal,  like  a  hidden  treasure  which  a  man  stumbles  upon  in 
a  field,  like  a  tiny  seed  growing  mysteriously  and  irresistibly, 
or  like  a  field  of  wheat  and  tares  ripening  for  the  approaching 
harvest  (see  Matthew  13).  Already  its  powers  are  at  work — 
for  those  who  have  eyes  to  discern  "the  signs  of  the  times." 
The  near  approach  of  God's  Kingdom  was  the  heart  of  the 
"good  news"  proclaimed  by  Jesus.  We  must  be  very  careful 
to  distinguish  this  conception  of  the  Kingdom  from  modem 
evolutionary  versions  of  "building  the  Kingdom  on  earth," 
that  is,  realizing  the  ideal  society. 

Closely  connected  with  Jesus'  preaching  concerning  the 
Kingdom  is  his  teaching  on  the  subject  of  God.  Actually  "God" 
and  his  "Kingdom"  cannot  be  separated,  except  in  discussion, 
for  the  Kingdom  is  the  manifestation  of  God's  sovereign  power 
in  history.  However,  when  Jesus  spoke  about  God  he  pro- 
claimed the  good  news  that  God  takes  the  initiative  to  seek  and 
to  save.  He  does  not  wait  for  men  to  approach  him;  he  is  like 
the  Good  Shepherd  who  went  out  into  the  wilderness  to  find 
his  lost  sheep.  He  does  not  wait  for  his  children  to  ask  for- 
giveness; he  is  like  the  father  of  the  prodigal  son  who  was 
always  willing  to  forgive  and  who  eagerly  ran  down  the  road 
to  meet  the  returning  youth  and  be  reconciled  with  him.  The 
Jewish  scholar,  Claude  Montefiore,  insisted  that  the  unique 
element  in  Jesus'  teaching  which  could  not  be  paralleled  in 
the  Old  Testament  or  rabbjnical  literature  is  this  picture  of 
God  taking  the  initiative  to  reconcile  his  people  unto  himself^ 
The  remark  is  not  quite  fair  to  the  prophets,  since  the  belief 
in  divine  initiative  is  at  the  heart  of  the  doctrine  of  Israel's 
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election,  but  at  least  Montefiore  has  singled  out  a  central  ele- 
ment in  Jesus'  preaching.  The  God  of  Jesus  is  the  God  who  acts 
even  before  men  turn  unto  him.  His  is  the  love  which  goes  the 
whole  length  in  bridging  the  chasm  of  self-centeredness  (sin) 
which  separates  the  children  of  God  from  the  Source  of  their 
life. 

Jesus'  message  focused  upon  the  good  news  of  God's  for- 
giveness. Of  course,  the  receiving  of  forgiveness  necessarily 
presupposes  the  sense  of  a  need  to  be  forgiven.  Therefore,  Jesus 
constantly  attacked  the  "good"  people  of  the  day  whose  pride 
constituted  a  self-erected  barrier  separating  them  from  God. 
With  a  fine  touch  of  irony,  he  pointed  out  that  those  who  are 
"well"  (that  is,  who  suppose  that  they  are)  need  no  physician; 
the  physician  can  help  only  those  who  know  they  are  sick. 
"I  came,"  he  said,  "not  to  call  the  righteous,  but  sinners" 
(Mark  2:17).  We  miss  the  point  of  this  remark  if  we  suppose 
that  Jesus  accepted  Judaism's  neat  distinction  between  the 
sheep  and  the  goats;  the  righteous  being  those  who  fulfilled 
God's  demands  in  the  Law,  and  the  sinners  being  the  reli- 
giously outcast  who  failed  to  live  up  to  the  legal  requirements. 
Jesus'  ministry  was  directed  toward  those  who  made  no  claims 
for  themselves,  who  knew  their  poverty-stricken  spiritual  con- 
dition, and  who  were  therefore  in  a  position  to  receive  the  for- 
giveness which  God  freely  ofi'ers.  Surely  one  of  the  main  pur- 
poses of  the  sayings  now  classified  under  the  "Sermon  on  the 
Mount"  was  to  oppose  the  legalism  of  Judaism  which  made 
possible  such  self-righteousness.  "It  was  said  unto  you  of  old 
[in  the  Law  of  Moses]  .  .  .  but  I  say  unto  you.  .  ."  The  things 
Jesus  says  to  us  in  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  make  God's  de- 
mand  so  absolute,  so  inward,  so  immeasurable,  and,  in  the 
last  analysis,  so  unattainable  that  no  Christian  who  is  honest 
can  parade  his  righteousness  before  God  and  look  down  con- 
descendingly  upon  the  other  man  as  a  sinner.  It  is  equally 
out  of  place  for  Americans  self-righteously  to  boast,  as  has 
been  done  recently,  that  United  States  foreign  policy  is  gov- 
erned by  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount,  the  implication  being  that 
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our  foes  are  the  sinners.®  The  first  word  of  Jesus'  preaching 
is  directed  to  all  men  alike:  Repent! 

This  explains  why  Jesus  attacked  the  Pharisees.  The  Phari- 
sees were  the  good  people  of  the  day.  They  were  religiously 
devout,  morally  respectable,  and  socially  minded.  Like  Job's 
devout  friends,  they  were  representatives  of  the  best  of  Ju- 
daism. But  their  very  goodness  and  piety  excluded  them  from 
God's  forgiveness,  for,  as  Jesus  said  in  the  parable  of  the 
Pharisee  and  Publican  (Luke  18:9-14),  they  "trusted  in  them- 
selves that  they  were  righteous."  The  man  who  went  down  to 
his  house  "justified"  ^  was  not  the  self-righteous  Pharisee,  but 
the  man  who  in  self -despair  cried  out  for  divine  mercy:  "God 
be  merciful  to  me,  a  sinner!"  The  same  point  is  made  in  the 
parable  of  the  Prodigal  Son  and  Elder  Brother  (Luke  15:11- 
32).  Both  boys  were  loved  equally  by  the  father.  However, 
the  elder  brother,  like  the  Pharisees,  excluded  himself  from 
the  father's  love  by  his  self-righteous  attitude  ("Lo,  these  many 
years  do  I  serve  thee,  neither  transgressed  I  at  any  time  thy 
commandment"),  while  the  younger  boy,  reduced  to  despair 
by  his  knowledge  that  he  had  wounded  his  father  ("I  am  no 
more  worthy  to  be  called  thy  son"),  was  in  a  position  to  re- 
ceive the  forgiveness  freely  off^ered  him.  "Blessed  are  the  poor 
in  spirit"  (those  who  realize  their  spiritual  poverty),  said 
Jesus  in  the  Beatitudes,  "for  theirs  is  the  kingdom  of  Heaven" 
(Matthew  5:3). 

Not  only  did  Jesus  preach  a  message  of  repentance,  but  he 
shocked  many  people  then  (and  now)  by  announcing  that 
men  could  do  nothing  to  gain  salvation  or  make  themselves 
worthy  of  God's  forgiveness.  H  the  barrier  separating  man 
from  God  is  egocentricity,  then,  apart  from  God's  grace,  man 
is  in  a  hopeless  condition.  For  try  as  he  will,  man  cannot  ex- 
tricate himself  from  himself.  Effort  merely  aggravates  the 


^  See  the  forceful  editorial  in  The  Christian  Century,  "Mr.  Truman's  Spiritual 
Blindness,"  June  28,  1950,  p.  782. 

'  "Justified"  means  accepted  or  approved  by  God.  We  shall  encounter  this 
word  again  in  our  later  discussion  of  Paul's  doctrine  of  "justification  by  faith." 
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problem.  As  one  student  wrote  in  an  examination:  "When 
we  read  the  parable  of  the  Pharisee  and  the  Publican,  we 
inevitably  thank  God  that  we  do  not  have  the  pride  of  the 
Pharisees,  thus  showing  our  pride  in  being  humble!"  In  this 
connection  one  is  reminded  of  a  passage  in  the  Screwtape 
Letters  where  Screwtape,  the  Devil's  Advocate,  advises  his 
understudy,  Wormwood,  on  the  strategy  to  be  used  in  under- 
mining the  faith  of  a  young  Christian: 

I  see  only  one  thing  to  do  at  the  moment.  Your  patient  has  become 
humble;  have  you  drawn  his  attention  to  the  fact?  All  virtues  are 
less  formidable  to  us  once  the  man  is  aware  that  he  has  them,  but  this 
is  especially  true  of  humility.  Catch  him  at  the  moment  when  he  is 
really  poor  in  spirit  and  smuggle  into  his  mind  the  gratifying  re- 
flection, "By  jove!  I'm  being  humble,"  and  almost  immediately  pride 
— pride  at  his  own  humility — will  appear.  If  he  awakes  to  the  danger 
and  tries  to  smother  this  new  form  of  pride,  make  him  proud  of  his 
attempt — and  so  on,  through  as  many  stages  as  you  please.^ 

The  best  commentary  on  the  human  predicament  is  found 
in  the  story  of  the  so-called  "Rich  Young  Ruler"  (Mark  10:17- 
31  and  parallels).  The  story  opens  with  the  question:  "What 
shall  /  do  to  inherit  eternal  life  [the  life  of  the  Kingdom]  ?" 
Jesus  dealt  with  this  young  man,  who  had  been  nourished  on 
Jewish  legalism,  by  imposing  a  demand  which  in  his  case 
was  impossible  of  fulfillment.  When  the  astonished  disciples 
asked,  "Then  who  can  be  saved?"  Jesus  answered,  "The 
things  which  are  impossible  with  men  are  possible  with  God." 
Thus  Christianity,  unlike  Judaism  and  all  moralistic  faiths, 
is  not  a  religion  of  attainment,  as  though  by  doing  something 
man  could  somehow  lift  himself  by  his  own  bootstraps  and 
improve  his  spiritual  condition.  The  sum  and  substance  of  the 
gospel  of  the  Kingdom  is  that  God's  love  does  for  man  what 
man  cannot  do  for  himself.  God  graciously  offers  the  forgive- 
ness which  no  man  can  merit  by  effort,  and  thus  brings  men 
into  relationship  with  him — reconciled,  restored,  and  trans- 
formed. 

8  C.  S.  Lewis,  Screwtape  Letters  (Macmillan,  1943),  p.  71. 
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Thus  by  means  of  preaching  Jesus  sought  to  awaken  a  sleep- 
ing generation  to  the  momentous  crisis  in  which  they  stood.  We 
are  told  that  his  contemporaries  remarked  that  "he  taught 
as  one  having  authority  and  not  as  the  scribes"  (Matt.  7:29). 
The  role  of  the  scribes  was  to  interpret  the  recorded  revelation 
of  the  past.  Jesus,  however,  spoke  with  the  authority  of  the 
prophetic  "thus  saith  the  Lord"  as  he  disclosed  the  nature  of 
the  contemporary  crisis  in  which  men  were  standing.  By  means 
of  the  spoken  word  he  proclaimed  that  God's  sovereign  rule 
was  being  manifested  in  a  new  and  dynamic  way.  He  attempted 
to  stir  men  out  of  their  complacency,  and  to  shatter  the  self- 
defensiveness  and  pride  which  made  it  impossible  for  them 
to  receive  the  gift  of  God's  grace.  Always  his  message  focused 
upon  God's  initiative,  his  action,  his  coming  into  human  life 
not  only  to  judge  men  but  to  reconcile  them  to  himself.  Here 
we  encounter  the  theme  of  the  Old  Testament  prophets:  the 
judgment  and  mercy  of  God.  It  will  be  recalled  that  in  the 
prophetic  message  of  the  Old  Testament  the  present  crisis  in- 
variably was  viewed  in  terms  of  God's  judgment;  God's  mercy 
lay  "beyond  the  judgment."  Jesus'  message  concerning  the 
near  approach  of  the  Kingdom  and  the  in-breaking  of  God's 
sovereignty,  even  before  its  imminent  arrival,  brought  these 
two  themes  together.  In  this  case  divine  judgment  and  divine 
mercy  were  blended  together  in  a  gospel  that  spoke  urgently 
to  the  present  in  which  men  were  living.® 

Jesus'  Miracles 

Jesus'  ministry  involved  more  than  proclaiming  that  already^ 
'/   the  redemptive  rule  of  God  was  breaking  in  upon  human  life. 
^       Not  only  did  he  preach  this  good  news;  he  was  its  "effective 
agent."  He  was  the  instrument  through  whom  God  was  accom- 
plishing his  purpose  to  reclaim  and  to  reshape  human  life. 

9  These  two  themes  are  blended  together  v/ith  magnificent  counterpoint  in 
the  Fourth  Gospel.  There  it  is  pointed  out  that  the  coming  of  the  Son  is  both 
God's  judgment  upon  the  world  and  the  free  offer  of  God's  saving  mercy  (see, 
for  example,  John  3:16-21;  12:31-32). 
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The  reality  of  God's  Redemptive  Rule  was  made  manifest  in 
what  Jesus  was  doin^,  in  the  effect  of  his  deeds.  This  is  the 
central  meaning  of  the  miracle  stories  preserved  in  the  Gos- 
pels. To  early  witnesses,  both  Jesus'  words  and  deeds  were 
evidences  that  he  had  the  authority  of  God's  Messiah  (see 
Mark  1:27). 

For  many  of  us,  Jesus'  miracles  constitute  one  of  the  great 
stumbling  blocks  in  the  New  Testament.  At  this  point  the  New 
Testament  does  not  speak  our  language.  A  few  of  the  stories 
are  sometimes  explained  on  the  assumption  that  Jesus  was  a 
kind  of  twentieth-century  psychiatrist,  but  this  approach  does 
not  carry  us  very  far  in  dealing  with  the  miracle  story  tradi- 
tion as  a  whole.  What  can  one  say,  for  instance,  about  the 
claims  that  Jesus  walked  on  the  sea,  raised  Lazarus  from  the 
dead,  or  turned  water  into  wine?  Such  stories  seem  to  violate 
ordinary  human  experience  and  common  sense.  It  is  not  sur- 
prising, then,  that  some  biblical  interpreters  have  treated  the 
miracle  stories  as  curious  relics  of  a  prescientific  age  and  have 
attempted  to  reduce  Christianity  to  the  moral  and  spiritual 
teachings  of  the  New  Testament. 

Many  of  the  things  said  previously  in  our  discussion  of  the 
Exodus  would  apply,  mutatis  mutandis,  to  the  miracle  ques- 
tion in  the  New  Testament.  A  proper  study  of  this  subject 
would  involve  a  careful  consideration  of  the  transmission  of 
the  miracle  stories  in  the  oral  period,  with  the  aid  of  the 
method  of  Form  Criticism.  Here  we  can  only  refer  to  more 
adequate  treatments  of  the  issue  and  confine  ourselves  to  a 
summary  of  their  conclusions.^" 

All  the  historical  evidence  we  have  at  our  disposal  points 
to  the  conclusion  that  the  earliest  followers  of  Jesus,  as  well 
as  his  enemies,  believed  that  he  performed  miracles.  Mark,  for 
instance,  devotes  almost  one-third  of  his  Gospel  to  the  subject 
of  miracle.  Moreover,  Form  Criticism  has  shown  that  the  mir- 


1"  See  especially  Alan  Richardson,  The  Miracle  Stories  of  the  Gospels  (Harper, 
1942).  For  a  shorter  treatment,  see  William  Manson,  Jesus,  the  Messiah  (West- 
minster, 1946),  chapter  3.  I  am  deeply  indebted  to  both  of  these  scholars. 
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acle  Story  was  one  of  the  "forms"  by  which  the  Church  gave 
expression  to  the  messianic  faith  from  the  earliest  times.  The 
early  apostolic  sermons  of  Acts  appeal  to  Jesus'  "mighty  works 
and  wonders  and  signs"  (Acts  2:22;  10:38)  as  evidence  that 
God  had  demonstrated  him  to  be  the  Messiah.  The  historical 
evidence  is  impressive.  As  Alan  Richardson  observes: 

The  evidence  that  Jesus  worked  miracles  is  just  as  strong,  and  is 
of  precisely  the  same  quality  and  texture,  as  that  He  taught  that  God 
is  Father  and  that  His  disciples  should  forgive  one  another.  We  can- 
not on  historical  grounds  alone  accept  the  evidence  for  the  one  and 
reject  that  for  the  other.  The  evidence  that  Jesus  healed  a  dropsical 
man  on  the  Sabbath  day  is  just  as  good  as  the  evidence  that  He  told 
the  story  of  the  Good  Samaritan  or  the  Prodigal  Son.^^ 

Now,  this  does  not  mean  that  the  Christian  is  under  obliga- 
tion to  accept  each  and  every  miracle  as  a  literal  happening 
which  could  have  been  "taken"  with  a  movie  camera.  In  the 
New  Testament  there  is  less  emphasis  upon  the  literal  act  than 
ujpon  the  meaning  which  the  miracle  act  conveys.  This  is 
clearest  in  the  Fourth  Gospel  where  Jesus'  actions,  like  the 
symbolic  actions  of  the  Old  Testament  prophets,  are  regarded 
as  "signs"  which  have  a  deeper  symbolic  significance  to  those 
who  see  in  faith.  So,  for  instance,  the  feeding  of  the  five  thour 
sand  is  less  the  satisfying  of  physical  hunger  than  it  is  the 
sign  of  Jesus'  power  to  satisfy  men's  spiritual  hunger  with  the 
Bread  of  Life  (John  6:1-59),  and  the  raising  of  Lazarus  is  less 
the  reanimation  of  a  corpse  than  it  is  the  sign  of  Jesus'  power 
to  raise  men  to  new  life  (11  :l-46) .  But  this  emphasis  upon  the 
meaning  of  Jesus'  acts  was  native  to  the  miracle  tradition  from 
the  very  first,  whatever  the  original  nucleus  of  miracle  stories 
was.  Form  Criticism  emphasizes  that  the  miracle  story  by  its 
very  nature  gave  free  rein  to  the  imagination  during  the  period 
of  the  oral  transmission  of  the  Christian  faith.  Nevertheless, 
the  embellishing  of  the  tradition  was  in  itself  an  expression 
of  the  messianic  faith  of  the  Church,  and  this  faith,  in  turn. 


11  Christian  Apologetics,  p.  170. 
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rested  upon  the  historical  experience  that  Jesus,  as  God's 
Messiah,  performed  miracles.  As  Canon  Richardson  points 
out,  the  proper  place  to  begin  the  discussion  of  this  subject  is 
not  with  the  consideration  as  to  whether  such  and  such  a  mir- 
acle happened,  but  to  inquire  into  the  meaning  of  Jesus' 
miracles. 

On  this  point  the  evidence  seems  clear  and  consistent.  To_ 
the  eye  of  faith,  Jesus'  miracles  were  signs  that  the  power  of 
the  Kingdom  of  God  already  was  active  among  men,  even 
before  its  arrival.  Perhaps  the  key  sentence  is  Jesus'  statement 
as  recorded  in  "Q"  (Matthew  12:28;  Luke  11:20):  "If  I 
by  the  Spirit  of  God  cast  out  demons,  then  is  the  Kingdom  of 
God  come  upon  you."  Commenting  on  this  passage,  William 
Manson  says: 

What  is  indicated  ...  is  that  the  Kingdom  of  God,  the  most  tre- 
mendous of  all  mysteries,  has  made  itself  known.  It  is  not  only  near, 
it  is  impinging  upon  present  history:  "the  kingdom  of  God  has  come 
your  length"  or  "has  lighted  upon  you."  ^^ 

Thus  Jesus  not  only  confronted  men  with  the  crisis  of  God's 
Kingdom  through  his  preaching;  the  saving  purpose  and  power 
of  God  were  also  revealed  in  his  "mighty  works,"  which  were 
essentially  victories  over  the  demonic  powers  of  evil. 

According  to  the  tradition,  Jesus  did  not  perform  miracles 
to  draw  crowds  or  to  give  indisputable  proofs  of  his  divinity. 
It  is  a  strange  fact,  often  overlooked,  that  the  majority  of  those _ 
who  saw  Je^us  perform  miracles  did  not  see  the  real  miracle 
at  all,  and  were  not  moved  to  faith  merely  by  the  mighty  works 
which  took  place  before  them.  We  cannot  appeal  to  the  fact 
that  Jesus  performed  miracles  as  a  proof  which  compels 
belief,  any  more  than  could  early  Christians.  The  gospel  tradi- 
tion seems  to  indicate  that  faith  was  the  prerequisite  for  per- 
ceiving Jesus'  messianic  identity,  just  as  light  is  necessary  for 
the  vision  of  the  eye.  And  such  faith  was  not  a  product  of  any 

12  Op.  cit.,  p.  70. 
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"flesh  and  blood"  proofs  (see  Matthew  16:17) ;  it  was  God's 
revelation,  the  miraculous  cure  of  spiritual  blindness.  When 
Jesus  found  this  faith,  he  performed  miracles.  To  those  who 
saw  his  acts  through  the  glasses  of  faith,  the  mighty  works 
were  signs  of  his  messiahship  and  of  the  Kingdom  of  God 
which  was  impinging  upon  their  lives.  To  others,  his  actions 
were  essentially  no  different  than  the  accomplishments  of 
wonder-workers  to  be  found  everywhere  among  the  Jews  and 
Gentiles. 

An  excellent  example  of  the  meaning  of  Jesus'  miraculous 
acts  is  found  in  the  story  of  the  healing  of  the  paralytic  (Mark 
"2:1-12).  On  one  occasion  when  Jesus  was  preaching  in  a 
crowded  house,  a  paralytic  was  let  down  through  the  roof. 
When  Jesus  perceived  the  faith  of  those  who  had  done  this 
extraordinary  thing,  he  said  to  the  paralytic:  "My  son,  your 
sins  are  forgiven."  This  utterance  caused  a  great  commotion 
among  the  skeptical  Jews,  who  found  therein  the  blasphemous 
claim  that  Jesus  himself  was  wielding  the  power  of  God.  In 
answer  to  their  murmurings,  Jesus  said : 

Which  is  easier,  to  say  to  the  paralytic,  Your  sins  are  forgiven; 
or  to  say,  Rise,  take  up  your  pallet  and  walk?  But  that  you  may  know 
that  the  Son  of  Man  has  authority  on  earth  to  forgive  sins.  .  .  I  say 
to  you,  rise,  take  up  your  pallet  and  go  home. 

Perhaps  it  is  justifiable  to  interpret  this  man's  illness  as 
a  "functional"  paralysis,  and  to  cite  the  testimony  of  some 
modern  psychiatrists  that  in  many  cases  when  an  individual 
has  received  God's  forgiveness,  his  inward  conflicts  have  been 
removed  and,  as  a  consequence,  disabling  physical  symptoms 
have  vanished.  So  in  this  instance  it  was  Jesus'  announcement 
of  God's  forgiveness  which  released  the  man  from  his  paraly- 
sis. The  important  point,  however,  is  that  the  miracle  was 
regarded  as  a  sign  of  Jesus'  messianic  authority.  Jesus  mani- 
fested the  redemptive  power  of  God  which  was  already  at 
work  in  human  experience,  delivering  men  from  the  inner  frus- 
trations and  anxieties  resulting  from  their  separation  from 
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God.  Today  a  physician  or  a  psychotherapist  can  heal  a  patient 
and  say,  "Rise,  take  up  your  bed  and  walk."  It  is  only  the 
power  of  God's  forgiveness  which  can  exorcise  the  demons 
which  dwell  in  the  unconscious,  free  men  from  the  paralysis 
of  guilt,  and  release  them  from  the  anxiety  of  pain  and  death. 
Of  course,  this  makes  sense  only  to  those  whose  eyes  have  been 
opened  to  the  nature  of  the  human  dilemma,  as  the  New 
Testament  discloses  it.  It  assumes  that  the  confusion  of  human 
life  is  the  result  of  man's  separation  from  God  (and  thus  from 
his  true  self)  and  it  proclaims  that  God  himself  has  taken  the 
initiative  in  reaching  across  the  separating  chasm  with  his 
forgiveness  which  transforms  and  makes  whole. 

It  is  impossible  in  this  brief  space  to  go  into  the  question  of 
the  historicity  of  each  one  of  the  miracles.  The  miracle  story 
tradition  was  so  expanded  in  the  period  of  the  oral  transmis- 
sion of  the  Gospel,  in  terms  of  the  practical  interests  of  the 
Church,  that  probably  we  can  never  confidently  recover  the 
original  nucleus.  It  is  important  to  realize,  however,  that 
the  real  miracle  perceived  by  early  followers  of  Jesus  was  the 
power  of  God's  redemptive  rule,  the  renewing  and  re-creative 
power  of  his  forgiveness  manifested  in  the  deeds  of  the  Mes- 
siah. Each  story  was  intended  not  as  a  proof  compelling  un- 
willing belief,  but  as  a  vehicle  for  communicating  the  discerned 
meaning  of  Jesus'  actions.  Jesus'  exorcism  of  demons  was  a 
sign  of  God's  triumph  over  the  forces  of  evil.  His  healings 
were  not  so  much  bodily  cures  as  evidences  of  God's  saving 
power.  The  resurrection  of  Lazarus  from  the  dead  was  a  sign 
of  God's  victory  over  death — not  just  the  death  of  the  body, 
but  the  more  terrible  spiritual  death  which  may  beset  the 
living.  Jesus'  walking  on  water  or  his  calming  of  the  tempest 
signified  that  the  Lord  of  history  was  also  Lord  over  nature, 
even  as  we  sing  in  the  words  of  the  Crusaders'  Hymn:  "Fair- 
est Lord  Jesus,  Ruler  of  all  nature.  .  ."  Underlying  all  of 
these  miracle  stories — ^the  original  nucleus  as  well  as  the  ex- 
panded material — was  the  faith  that  "God  was  in  Christ  recon- 
ciling the  world  to  himself."  C.  H.  Dodd  observes  that 
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. . .  whatever  we  may  make  of  particular  "miracles,"  the  miracle 
stories  as  a  whole  are  saying  precisely  this:  that  where  Jesus  was, 
there  was  some  incalculable  and  unaccountable  energy  at  work  for 
the  dispersal  of  evil  forces  and  the  total  renewal  of  human  life;  and 
that  this  was  nothing  less  than  the  creative  energy  of  the  living  God.^^ 

In  answer  to  John's  question,  "Are  you  he  who  is  to 
come,  or  shall  we  look  for  another?"  Jesus  sent  word  to  him 
saying,  "Go  and  tell  John  what  you  hear  and  see:  the  blind 
receive  their  sight,  and  the  lame  walk,  lepers  are  cleansed, 
and  the  deaf  hear,  and  the  dead  are  raised  up,  and  the  poor 
have  good  news  preached  to  them"  (a  Q  passage:  Matthew 
11:4-5;  Luke  7:22). 

We  should  ponder  Canon  Richardson's  reminder  that  Jesus 
was  not  put  out  of  the  way  merely  because  he  discoursed  on 
the  forgiving  nature  of  God  or  gave  inspiring  ethical  teach- 
ing. He  was  destroyed  because  he  claimed  to  manifest  in  his 
words  and  works  the  saving  power  of  God,  in  particular  God'^ 
power  to  forgive  sin.  He  claimed  to  do  what  only  God  can  do. 
To  Jews  this  was  blasphemy,  but  to  those  who  saw  and  heard 
in  faith  Jesus'  words  and  works  were  signs  of  the  near  approach 
of  God's  Kingdom.  Indeed,  they  gave  assurance  that  already 
the  Kingdom  was  breaking  into  history. 

Jesus'  Passion 

Thus  far  we  have  seen  that  Jesus  not  only  preached  the 
gospel  of  the  Kingdom  of  God ;  he  was  the  effective  agent  of 
that  gospel.  The  message  that  God  does  not  wait  for  men  to 
seek  him  but  takes  the  initiative  in  seeking  them  is  inseparable 
from  the  man  who  makes  the  divine  action  concrete  in  word 
and  deed.  Hence  we  see  that  the  gospel  of  Jesus  and  the  gospel 
that  is  Jesus  blend  together.  It  is  not  a  far  step  to  the  affirma- 
tion of  the  Fourth  Gospel:  "I  am  the  way,  the  truth,  and  the 
life:  no  one  comes  to  the  Father,  but  by  me"  (John  14:6), 


13  The  Bible  Today,  p.  92. 
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If  the  miracles  may  be  described  as  God's  saving  power  in 
action,  this  is  even  more  forcefully  the  case  with  Jesus'  sacri- 
fice. Form  Critics  point  out  that  the  Passion  Story  took  earli- 
est permanent  form  during  the  period  of  the  oral  formation 
of  the  gospel  because  the  story  of  the  suffering,  death,  and 
resurrection  of  Jesus  was  the  heart  of  the  early  Christian  wit- 
ness. Paul  insisted  that  he  merely  passed  on  what  he  had  re- 
ceived from  early  preachers,  "that  Christ  died  for  our  sins 
according  to  the  Scriptures"  (I  Corinthians  15:3).  Mark,  the 
earliest  Gospel,  devotes  a  large  proportion  of  space  to  Christ's 
Passion.  The  Cross  is  the  focal  point  of  attention  in  the  litera- 
ture of  the  New  Testament. 

Moreover,  the  entire  New  Testament  connects  the  Cross 
with  man's  sin.  It  was  the  reality  of  sin  which  made  the  Cross 
"necessary"  in  the  working  out  of  God's  purpose  in  history. 
For  early  Christians  the  Crucifixion-Resurrection  was  the  rev- 
elation of  God's  initiative,  his  willingness  to  do  for  man  what 
he  could  not  do  for  himself.  In  this  way  his  forgiveness  inter- 
sected the  self-centered  circle  of  man's  existence.  The  Cross, 
therefore,  was  no  mere  accidental  development  in  history;  it 
was  a  necessary  part  of  God's  redemptive  plan  (Acts  2:23). 
Jesus'  death  was  not  the  death  of  an  ordinary  martyr.  God 
himself  was  identified  with  the  event.  He  was  "in  Christ."  His 
forgiveness  was  "made  flesh."  He  had  stepped  across  the  chasm 
of  man's  sin  and  had  manifested  his  sovereign  power. 

A  critical  study  of  the  gospel  materials  makes  plausible 
the  conclusion  that  this  interpretation  of  the  Passion  was  no 
after-thought  of  the  Church.  There  is  evidence  that  Jesus  him- 
self conceived  his  role  to  be  that  of  the  Suffering  Servant  of 
God,  who  through  his  vicarious  death  was  to  institute  a  New 
Covenant  between  God  and  Man.^*  Scattered  throughout  the 
Gospels  are  references  to  the  effect  that  "The  Son  of  Man  [that 
is,  the  Christ]  must  suffer."  In  some  cases  these  statements 
are  filled  with  details  of  the  Passion  week  itself,  for  instance, 
the  rejection  by  the  priests  and  elders,  or  the  manner  of  exe- 

^*  This  position  is  vigorously  defended  by  William  Manson,  op.  cit.,  chap.  7. 
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cution  (cf.  Mark  8:31).  Unless  we  are  to  assume  that  Jesus 
was  omniscient,  and  therefore  could  predict  the  exact  details 
of  a  predetermined  future,  we  must  conclude  that  the  Gospel 
writer  has  introduced  these  details  by  projecting  backward 
his  knowledge  of  the  precise  outcome  of  the  story.  But  there 
is  no  a  priori  reason  why  Jesus  could  not  have  seen,  well  in 
advance  of  his  last  week,  that  his  vocation  involved  suffering. 
This  would  have  been  the  case,  no  doubt,  if  Jesus  not  only 
preached  about  God's  love,  but  also  regarded  himself  as 
called  to  translate  the  gospel  into  concrete  deed.^^ 

One  of  the  most  striking  passages  in  the  Gospels  relates  an 
incident  which  in  the  Marcan  outline  follows  immediately 
after  Peter's  confession  of  faith  that  Jesus  is  the  Messiah 
(8:31-33).  We  are  told  that  Jesus  "began  to  teach  them  that 
the  Son  of  Man  must  suffer  many  things."  Peter  immediately 
rebuked  his  Master,  for  Jewish  traditions  gave  no  place  to  the 
role  of  a  suffering  messiah.  Whether  coming  as  the  "Son  of 
David"  or  the  apocalyptic  "Son  of  Man,"  the  Messiah,  it  was 
believed,  would  accomplish  God's  triumph  in  history  in  a  way 
which  all  men  would  recognize  as  a  triumph.  It  was  incon- 
ceivable that  God  could  actually  manifest  his  omnipotence  in 
suffering  and  seeming  defeat.  But  Jesus,  we  are  told,  turned 
upon  Peter  with  the  stinging  reply:  "Get  thee  behind  me,  you 
Satan!  For  you  understand  not  the  things  of  God,  but  the 
things  of  men!" 

We  may  pause  to  recognize  that  even  yet  it  is  difiScult  for 
us  to  grasp  the  truth  that  God  manifests  his  sovereign  power 
by  suffering  and  enduring  the  evil  which  men  commit.  Nor- 
mally, human  beings  exercise  power  in  order  to  overwhelm 
the  opposition,  either  by  forcing  it  to  a  compromise  or  driving 


1^  Some  scholars  believe  that  Mark  10:45  is  an  authentic  saying  of  Jesus, 
in  which  he  pointed  out  to  his  disciples  that  the  role  of  the  Messiah  was  not 
to  be  served,  but  to  serve  and  "to  give  his  life  a  ransom  for  many."  The 
language  is  reminiscent  of  Second  Isaiah's  description  of  the  Servant  of  the 
Lord  who  serves  God's  redemptive  purpose  by  pouring  out  his  lifeblood,  and 
offering  himself  as  a  "trespass-offering"  for  the  guilt  of  others  (see  Isaiah 
53:10-12). 


^^ 
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it  to  its  knees  in  unwilling  surrender.  This  is  the  pattern  of 
action  in  power  politics,  and  too  often  this  tyranny  of  one 
will  over  another  is  displayed  in  our  personal  relationships. 
With  this  attitude,  many  people  often  wonder  why  God  "allows 
evil."  Why  does  he  not  intervene  with  a  tremendous  display 
of  power  which  would  conquer  the  forces  of  evil  in  a  single 
stroke,  as  Jews  hoped  that  God's  Messiah  would  do  in  the 
last  days?  The  answer  is  that  God,  having  endowed  man  with  ^ 
the  sift  of  freedom,  wants  something  more  from  his  people  %^ 
than  forced  subjection  and  unwilling  submission.  He  desires  ^%^ 
from  each  person  a  love  that  is  genuine  and  spontaneous;  be  'H.* 
wants  men  to  realize  their  freedom  in  voluntary  dependence 
upon  him;  he  wants,  not  the  capitulation  of  fear,  but  the 
trustful  acknowledgment  of  him  as  the  one  true  center  of 
man's  life.^^  So  he  manifests  his  love,  indeed  his  omnipotence, 
by  bearing  and  taking  unto  himself  the  sinful  expression  of 
man's  freedom.  The  Cross  is  the  supreme  evidence  that  the 
"things  of  God"  are  vastly  different  from  the  "things  of  men." 
As  Paul  said,  this  is  the  "weakness  of  God  which  is  stronger 
than  men"  and  "the  foolishness  of  God  which  is  wiser  than 
men"  (see  I  Corinthians  1:18-31).  It  is  the  confession  of 
faith  made  by  those  who  are  grasped  by  the  truth  of  the  Cross. 
It  is  difficult  to  see  how  the  Church  would  have  preached 
the  "foolishness"  of  the  Cross  unless  Jesus  himself  taught 
his  followers  that  his  mission  involved  suffering  and  death. 
Through  the  traditions  which  the  Church  has  preserved,  and 
even  modified  according  to  its  own  practical  interests,  we  see 
the  historical  figure  who  voluntarily  assumed  the  role  of  the 
Suffering  Servant,  and  taught  his  followers  ibat  suffering  was 
the  necessary  prelude  to  his  final  exaltation  as  the  "Son  oi 
Man."  This  interpretation  of  Jesus'  sacrificial  act  is  enshrined 
in  the  rite  of  the  Last  Supper  or  Holy  Communion.  In  the 


1^  Contrast  the  classical  religion  of  Islam.  The  "submission"  (a  "Moslem" 
is  "one  who  submits"  to  Allah's  sovereignty)  emphasized  in  the  Koran  is  based 
upon  the  awareness  of  the  terrors  of  the  Final  Judgment,  and  the  delights 
which  are  held  in  store  for  the  faithful. 
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earliest  account  of  the  Lord's  Supper  (I  Corinthians  11 :23-26) 
Paul  points  out  that  he  had  "received  from  the  Lord" — that 
is,  from  a  tradition  going  back  to  Jesus  himself — the  inter- 
pretation of  the  bread  and  the  cup.  These  two  elements,  the 
unleavened  bread  and  the  cup  of  wine,  were  elements  of  the 
Jewish  Passover  Feast  which  Jesus  had  shared  with  his  dis- 
ciples on  the  last  evening  of  his  life,  and  whose  symbolism 
was  modified  in  terms  of  his  imminent  sacrifice  (see  Mark 
14:22-25).  By  transforming  the  traditional  symbolism,  Jesus 
made  vivid  the  meaning  of  his  sacrificial  act.  "This  [bread] 
is  my  body,  which  is  broken  for  you";  "this  cup  is  the  new 
covenant  in  my  blood."  Undoubtedly  this  rite  and  its  inter- 
pretation were  handed  down  from  Jesus. 

Two  things  are  especially  noteworthy  about  the  received 
interpretation  of  the  Lord's  Supper.  First,  Jesus  regarded  his 
^ ,   sacrifice  as  being  vicarious;  it  was  made  for  others.^^  Rightly 
,*'^    do  Christians  say,  quoting  Isaiah  53: 

He  was  wounded  for  our  transgressions, 
He  was  bruised  for  our  iniquities. 
The  chastisement  of  our  peace  was  upon  him; 
And  with  his  stripes  we  are  healed. 

^  Secondly,  his  sacrifice  effected  a  new  covenant,  a  new  rela- 
,.yt  tionship  between  God  and  man.  Just  as  Moses  had  solemnized 
Israel's  covenant  on  the  basis  of  a  blood  ceremony,^ ^  so  in  a 
deeper  and  more  lasting  sense  Jesus'  healing  sacrifice  had 
the  effect  of  reconciling  men  to  God  in  the  New  Covenant. 
God's  freely  offered  forgiveness  was  the  basis  of  this  new  and 
closer  relationship,  even  as  Jeremiah  had  anticipated: 

This  shall  be  the  covenant  that  I  will  make  with  the  house  of 
Israel:  After  those  days,  saith  the  Lord,  I  will  put  my  law  in  their 
inward  parts,  and  write  it  in  their  hearts;  and  will  be  their  God,  and 

^■^  The  Greek  word  translated  "for"  means  "on  behalf  of"  and  appears  in 
such  statements  as  "for  our  sins"  (I  Cor.  15:3),  "for  many"  (Mark  10:45; 
14:24),  "for  me"  (Gal.  2:20),  and  so  on. 

18  See  Exodus  24:3-8,  especially  the  phrase  "the  blood  of  the  covenant." 
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they  shall  be  my  people. . . .  For  I  will  forgive  their  iniquity,  and  I 
will  remember  their  sin  no  more. 

— Jeremiah  31:33-34 

Thus  to  Christians  the  love  of  God  was  made  known  in  the 
marvelous  truth  that  "even  while  we  were  yet  sinners,  Christ 
died  for  us."  This  was  the  strange  omnipotence  of  God's  love 
which  released  men  from  the  bondage  of  sin  and  death. 

The  God-Man 

We  have  seen  that  the  Passion  of  Jesus  proved  to  be  the 
very  essence  of  Jesus'  role  or  persona.  Not  only  did  he  preach 
that  the  Kingdom  of  God  was  at  hand;  not  only  was  he  the 
effective  agent  of  that  gospel  as  he  performed  the  "mighty 
works"  which  broke  the  strangle  hold  of  evil  in  men's  lives; 
he  also  embodied  God's  intention  to  reconcile  men  to  their 
Creator  by  going  to  the  Cross  of  Calvary. 

Since  men  could  not  escape  the  conviction  that  "God  was 
in  Christ,"  the  role  of  Jesus  could  not  be  contained  within 
ordinary  categories.  His  followers  unhesitantly  attributed  to 
him  a  medley  of  titles:  Teacher,  Prophet,  Son  of  David,  Son 
of  Man,  Son  of  God,  Servant  of  the  Lord,  High  Priest.  He 
could  be  described  by  any  and  all  of  these  titles,  and  yet  none 
of  them  adequately  described  the  meaning  which  men  had 
experienced.  After  the  Resurrection,  the  central  affirmation  of 
Christians  was  that  Jesus  is  "Lord."  The  title  Lord  (kyrios) 
had  been  used  in  the  Greek  translation  of  the  Old  Testament 
for  God.  Early  Christians  applied  the  title  to  Jesus,  not  out 
of  theological  reflection  but  because  of  the  inescapable  con- 
viction that  God  had  spoken  to  them  in  Jesus,  had  acted  for 
their  salvation  through  him,  and  had  exalted  him  to  glory. 
There  was  no  thought,  at  least  in  this  early  period,  of  denying 
the  full  humanity  of  Jesus.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  early 
gospel  tradition  preserved  the  historical  details  which  make 
his  full  manhood  indisputable.  Nevertheless,  the  Church 
ascribed  to  him  the  highest  claims  in  order  to  do  justice  to 
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his  unique  dignity.  He  was  named  Emmanuel,  in  token  of  the 
conviction  that  "God  is  with  us"  (Matthew  1:23).  It  was 
maintained  that  "in  him  dwells  the  whole  fullness  of  deity 
bodily"  (Colossians  2:9).  Another  writer  affirmed  that  the 
Son  "reflects  the  glory  of  God  and  bears  the  stamp  of  his 
nature,  upholding  the  universe  by  his  word  of  power"  (He- 
brews 1:3).  The  author  of  the  Fourth  Gospel  identified  him 
with  the  pre-existent  Logos  (Word),  co-eternal  with  God  and 
truly  divine,  who  was  incarnated  (made  flesh)  as  the  "only- 
begotten  of  the  Father"  (John  1:1-18).^®  It  is  particularly 
important  to  note  that  Christians  made  these  tremendous 
claims  on  behalf  of  Jesus  without  forsaking  monotheism. 

Even  though  the  word  "Trinity"  does  not  appear  in  the 
New  Testament,  it  is  plain  that  the  way  is  prepared  for  the 
formulation  of  the  doctrine  (see  Acts  2:33;  II  Corinthians 
13:14;  Ephesians  4:4^6).  Later  creedal  discussion  was  carried 
on  largely  in  the  language  of  Greek  philosophy.  Using  non- 
biblical  language,  theologians  attempted  to  guard  the  biblical 
witness  that,  on  the  one  hand,  Jesus  was  completely  human 
and,  on  the  other,  that  the  power  of  God  dwelt  in  him  fully  for 
man's  salvation.  To  say  that  Jesus  was  only  a  man  would  have 
denied  the  claim  that  "God  was  in  Christ  reconciling  the  world 
to  himself."  Conversely,  to  say  that  Jesus  was  only  God  would 
have  denied  that  God's  revelation  had  any  true  anchorage  in 
the  stream  of  human  history.  Attempting  to  steer  a  narrow 
course  between  Scylla  and  Charybdis,  the  Church  finally 
formulated  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity.^" 

Qiristians  should  not  regard  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity  as 
a  meaningless  mystery,  a  kind  of  mathematical  formula  of 

13  Taken  by  itself,  the  prologue  to  the  Fourth  Gospel  has  a  superficial 
similarity  to  certain  strains  of  Hellenistic  philosophy,  in  which  logos  was  the 
divine  reason,  immanent  in  man  and  nature.  However,  when  viewed  in  the 
total  context  and  Jewish  setting  of  the  Fourth  Gospel,  the  Prologue  stands  in 
the  Hebraic  tradition,  recalling  the  creative  Word  (Genesis  1;  Psalm  33:6,9), 
the  prophetic  "Word  of  the  Lord,"  hymns  to  Wisdom,  etc.  See  W.  F.  Howard, 
Christianity  According  to  St.  John   (Westminster,  1946),  chap.  2. 

20  For  a  clear  and  stimulating  discussion  of  this,  see  D.  M.  Baillie,  God  Was 
in  Christ  (Scribner,  1948) . 
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three-in-one  and  one-in-three.  Undoubtedly,  sound  theological 
discussion  which  rests  upon  the  witness  of  the  New  Testament 
will  lead  to  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity.  But  the  Trinity  is  not 
the  proper  place  to  begin.  To  use  an  apt  phrase  coined  by 
Harry  Emerson  Fosdick,  we  must  in  this  case  "beat  the  crust 
back  into  the  batter,"  that  is,  we  must  seek  to  discover  the 
"batter"  of  the  religious  faith  which  eventually  took  form  in 
the  "crust"  of  the  doctrine.  In  other  words,  instead  of  starting 
with  the  "person"  of  Christ,  as  that  can  be  analyzed  meta- 
physically in  terms  of  two  "natures"  (human  and  divine), 
we  should  begin  with  the  persona  or  role  of  Jesus  as  it  is 
described  in  the  New  Testament. 

The  message  of  the  New  Testament  is  reducible  to  these 
two  claims:  (1)  Jesus  was  a  real  historical  individual  whose 
appearance  and  career  came  at  the  climax  of  a  series  of 
historical  events  of  which  the  Old  Testament  is  the  witness^ 
and  (2)  Jesus  confronted  men  with  the  eternal  power  and 
truth  of  God,  not  just  in  his  message  but  in  his  life,  his  actions^, 
and  his  person.  Man  was  in  Christ — man  as  God  intended  him 
to  be  at  the  creation;  and  God  was  in  Christ,  reconciling  his 
lost  creation  unto  himself.  Both  of  these  things  must  be  said 
equally  confidently  if  we  are  to  do  justice  to  the  faith  of  those 
who  were  apprehended  by  God's  revelation  in  Jesus. 

The  paradoxical  emphasis  upon  both  Jesus'  humanity  and 
deity  in  the  gospel  tradition  may  be  illustrated  by  a  brief 
consideration  of  the  Virgin  Birth.  Too  often  we  ignore  the 
fact  that  both  Matthew  and  Luke  testify  to  Jesus'  full  humanity 
by  tracing  his  "family  tree"  back  through  Joseph  (not  Mary!) 
to  Abraham  in  one  case  (Matthew  1 :1-16)  and  to  Adam  in  the 
other  (Luke  3:23-38).  Yet  the  same  Gospels  find  no  difficulty 
in  affirming  that  Jesus'  birth  was  a  miracle  of  the  Holy  Spirit, 
and  that  in  Jesus  God  came  to  dwell  among  men.  The  historian 
will  point  out  that  the  doctrine  of  the  Virgin  Birth  was  not  a 
feature  of  the  earliest  Gospel  tradition.  It  is  not  mentioned  in 
John,  I  Peter,  Mark,  or  Paul's  epistles;  moreover,  the  doctrine 
i§  conspicuously  absent  in  the  early  apostolic  sermon-sum- 
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maries  as  given  in  Acts.  Thus  even  though  we  could  prove 
scientifically  that  such  a  biological  miracle  could  have  taken 
place,  the  historical  evidence  seems  to  be  against  it.  But  this 
does  not  warrant  jumping  to  the  conclusion  that  the  doctrine 
is  meaningless.  .Actually  the  Christian  faith  rests  upon  both 
claims,  namely,  that  Jesus  was  a  triie  son  of  Israel  who  came 
in  the  normal  successions  of  the  generations  of  Judaism,  and 
that  Jesu^  was  the  Son  of  God  whose  cominp;  was  a  divine 
miracle  wrought  in  human  history.  At  the  level  of  logic,  these 
two  affirmations  seem  contradictory,  and  the  prosaic  literalist 
will  insist  on  either  the  son  of  Joseph  or  the  Son  of  the  Virgin 
.  y  Mary.  However,  the  doctrine  of  the  Virgin  Birth  must  be 
//  interpreted  not  in  the  light  of  biology  but  in  the  light  of  the 
c/^  central  Christian  message  that  God's  redemptive  action  was 
"made  history"  in  a  man  whose  parentage  was  well  known  by 
his  contemporaries  (see  John  7:27),  but  a  man  whose  unique 
significance  in  the  divine  scheme  could  be  understood  only  by 
tracing  his  line  to  Abraham,  the  man  of  faith,  or  to  Adam, 
the  creation  of  God.  Thus  Christian  faith  dares  to  embrace 
the  paradox  that  Jesus  is  the  God-Man. 

Christians  do  not  subscribe  to  the  divinity  of  Christ  as  a 
result  of  a  rational  investigation  in  which  they  explore  and 
explain  the  mystery  of  the  Trinity.  Moreover,  one  will  never 
see  the  decisive  significance  of  Jesus  in  the  historical  drama 
merely  by  examining  the  historical  evidence  concerning  his 
career  and  the  cultural  situation  of  the  first  century.  The 
starting  point  is  decision,  commitment.  When  men  see  mean- 
ing in  history  or  discern  values  in  their  social  experience, 
they  do  so  from  a  standpoint  which  is  taken  by  faith.  The 
"christological  question" — "Who  do  you  say  that  I  am?" 
(Mark  8:29) — must  not  be  understood  as  a  question  about 
the  metaphysical  nature  of  Jesus ;  rather,  it  is  the  question  as 
to  whether  he  is  truly  the  one  who  embodies  God's  redemptive 
action,  and  is  therefore  the  absolutely  unique,  absolutely 
decisive  figure  in  human  history.  The  answer  lies  beyond  the 
scope  of  science  and  historical  investigation;  for  when  dealing 
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with  the  question  of  the  ultimate  meaning  of  history,  we  are 
in  a  realm  where  faith  precedes  reason,  where  decision  under- 
lies any  understanding  of  the  whole.  So  in  faith  the  Christian 
affirms  that  the  appearance  of  Jesus  Christ  is  the  revealing 
event.  Like  the  lightning  flash  which  enabled  Browning's 
Guido  to  see  Naples,  this  Event  illumines  the  whole  landscape 
of  history  in  the  light  of  God's  purpose.  But  the  Christian 
makes  this  claim  with  respect  to  the  whole  human  scene  be- 
cause, first  of  all,  Christ  reveals  the  meaning  of  his  own  life 
as  it  is  a  part  of  the  historical  drama.  In  the  light  of  this 
revelation,  he  sees  himself  as  he  is:  a  creature,  a  child  of 
God,  a  prodigal  son,  a  sinner.  His  pride  is  exposed;  his  self- 
sufficiency  is  condemned ;  his  sin  laid  bare.  But  more  than  this 
he  hears  the  good  news  of  God's  forgiveness,  and  receives  a 
new  life  which  in  itself  is  the  assurance  that  God  was  in  Christ 
effecting  a  new  creation.  As  Browning  writes  in  his  Saul: 

'Tis  the  weakness  in  strength,  that  I  cry  for !  my  flesh,  that  I  seek 

In  the  Godhead!  I  seek  and  I  find  it.  0  Saul,  it  shall  be 

A.  Face  like  my  face  that  receives  thee;  a  Man  like  to  me, 

rhou  shalt  love  and  be  loved  by,  for  ever:  a  Hand  like  this  hand 

Shall  throw  open  the  gates  of  new  life  to  thee!  See  the  Christ  stand! 

Christians  who  experience  the  impact  of  Jesus  upon  their 
lives,  and  who  find  in  him  the  embodiment  of  the  good 
news  he  proclaimed,  boldly  exclaim,  as  did  "doubting 
Thomas,"  "My  Lord,  and  My  God"  (John  20:28). 
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The  Power  of  His  Resurrection 


N  THE  Acts  of  the  Apostles  (17:18-32),  Luke  records 
an  instance  when  one  of  Paul's  most  polished  sermons  "fell 
flat."  During  his  second  missionary  journey  Paul  had  arrived 
in  Athens,  the  cultural  capital  of  ancient  Greece.  Certain  phi- 
losophers, whose  love  of  wisdom  made  them  avid  to  hear  and 
discuss  any  new  doctrine,  invited  him  to  speak  in  their  forum 
that  they  might  know  at  first  hand  what  his  strange  "babbling" 
was  about.  Taking  his  stand  on  Mars  Hill,  not  far  from  the 
famous  Acropolis,  Paul  moved  swiftly  to  the  climax  of  his 
sermon:  the  call  to  repentance  on  the  basis  of  the  near  ap- 
proach of  the  Day  of  Judgment.  The  assurance  of  the  imminent 
consummation  of  history,  he  said,  was  contained  in  the  good 
news  that  God  had  raised  Jesus  from  the  dead.  The  eflfect  of 
the  sermon  on  the  philosophers  is  indicated  in  these  laconic 
words:  "And  when  they  heard  of  the  resurrection  of  the  dead, 
some  mocked:  and  others  said.  We  will  hear  thee  again  on 
this  matter." 


The  Centrality  of  Chrisfs  Resurrection 

Now  it  is  important  to  recognize  that  the  Athenian  philoso- 
phers had  no  quarrel  with  Paul  over  the  belief  in  a  future 
life.  Actually  Greek  thought,  resting  as  it  did  upon  a  sharp 
dualism  of  body  and  soul,  logically  culminated  in  the  doctrine 
of  the  immortality  (deathlessness)  of  the  "soul,"  the  eter- 
nal element  supposedly  imprisoned  within  the  body.  What 
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offended  the  Greeks  was  the  notion  of  the  resurrection  of  the 
body,  and,  in  particular,  the  claim  that  already  this  had  been 
witnessed  in  the  case  of  Jesus. 

Diogenes  would  not  have  to  walk  very  far  in  the  streets  of 
a  modern  city  before  encountering  a  man  whose  honesty  would 
compel  him  to  admit  that  he  finds  difficulty  in  accepting  the 
doctrine  of  the  resurrection  of  the  body.  Many  modem  people 
mock;  others,  bewildered,  say  that  they  would  like  to  hear 
more  about  the  strange  doctrine.  In  this  realm,  if  no  other, 
there  is  conclusive  proof  that  we  find  it  much  easier  to  accept 
the  categories  of  Greek  philosophy  than  the  thought  frame- 
work of  the  Bible.  The  consequence  is  that,  at  least  in  liberal 
Protestant  churches,  Jesus'  resurrection  is  often  treated  merely 
as  an  example  of  the  survival  of  personality  after  death.  The 
"resurrection  of  the  body,"  it  is  thought,  is  just  an  unsophis- 
ticated way  of  talking  about  the  immortality  of  the  soul,  of 
which  the  triumphant  life  of  Jesus  is  an  example.  So,  the 
Christian  festival  of  Easter  has  lost  much  of  its  ancient 
meaning  and  has  come  to  be  a  time  when  well-dressed  people 
make  their  annual  parade  to  churches  to  "enjoy"  innocuous 
sermons  on  the  "intimations  of  immortality." 

This  chapter  is  addressed  primarily  to  those  who,  in  fair- 
ness to  the  traditional  Christian  witness,  say,  "We  will  hear 
thee  again  on  this  matter."  Though  we  may  find  the  New 
Testament  to  be  difficult  at  this  point,  it  can  scarcely  be  dis- 
puted that  from  the  very  first  the  center  of  gravity  in  the 
Christian  message  was  the  Resurrection,  or,  more  exactly,  the 
Crucifixion-Resurrection.  Early  Christians  did  not  go  out 
into  the  world  preaching  an  ethical  code,  or  a  system  of 
philosophy,  or  a  Utopian  gospel  of  social  improvement. 
Those  who  think  that  the  essence  of  Christianity  in  the  New 
Testament  period  was  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount,  or  the  doc- 
trine of  the  "Fatherhood  of  God  and  the  brotherhood  of 
man,"  have  the  evidence  of  critical,  historical  scholarship 
against  them.  The  Church  was  established  on  the  Resurrection 
faith,  summed  up  in  the  creedal  affirmation:  Jesus  is  Lord. 
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This  is  not  to  deny  the  importance  of  the  Fatherhood  of  God 
or  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount.  We  are  merely  demanding  that 
these  matters  be  placed  within  their  proper  context  of  faith 
if  one  is  to  do  justice  to  the  New  Testament.  Christianity  is 
not  just  the  belief  in  one  God ;  Christians  worship  the  God  who 
raised  Christ  from  the  dead  (see  Romans  4:24;  I  Peter  1:21; 
and  so  on).  Christianity  is  not  just  a  noble  ethic;  ethical 
motivation  arises  from  the  fact  that  men  are  "raised  together 
with  Christ"  in  order  that  they  may  "walk  in  newness  of  life" 
(Col.  3:1;  Rom.  6:4).  Christianity  is  the  religion  of  the 
Resurrection.  Herein  lies  its  distinctiveness  and  power. 

Since  all  of  us  have  been  influenced  by  the  scientific  atti- 
tude with  its  concern  for  fact,  we  would  like  to  begin  our 
discussion  of  the  Resurrection  with  the  question:  What  really 
happened?  However,  this  is  the  wrong  starting  point.  His- 
torical events  do  not  just  "occur" ;  they  occur  with  a  meaning 
in  the  experience  of  individuals  or  a  community.  Thus  we 
must  begin  by  attempting  to  project  ourselves  into  the  thought 
framework  of  early  Christians  and  to  view  the  event  from  their 
perspective.  In  brief,  we  must  consider  the  place  of  the  Resur- 
rection in  the  biblical  drama,  to  which  it  is  integrally  related. 

God's  Triumph  in  History 

Early  Christians  who  "turned  the  world  upside  down"  with 
their  fearless  preaching  were  confident  of  one  thing:  in  the 
words  and  works  of  Jesus  of  Nazareth  they  had  encountered 
God  and  had  witnessed  his  decisive  triumph  in  history.  From 
the  perspective  of  their  faith,  the  Resurrection  was  the  crown- 
ing climax  of  a  long  series  of  God's  "mighty  acts"  in  history. 
This  event  gave  them  the  assurance  that  "God  was  in  Christ," 
transfiguring  his  sufi"ering  with  glory,  crowning  his  seeming 
defeat  with  victory,  and  declaring  him  to  be  "the  Son  of  God 
with  power"  (Romans  1:4). 

It  is  extremely  difficult  for  us  of  the  West  to  understand 
the  Hebraic  claim  that  God  manifested  his  triumph  in  history 


THE  POWER  OF  HIS  RESURRECTION  211 

by  raising  Christ  from  the  dead.  We  betray  our  inability  to 
"think  Hebraically"  about  the  Resurrection  whenever  we 
detach  the  event  from  the  biblical  drama  and  treat  it  as  re- 
ferring primarily  to  an  after-life,  far  removed  from  the 
struggles  of  history.  In  many  circles  today  the  Christian  faith 
is  caricatured  as  an  egocentric,  otherworldly  affair,  a  promise 
of  "pie  in  the  sky,  pie  by  and  by."  Frequently  the  gospel 
which  is  preached  is  one  of  salvation  from  the  evils  and 
troubles  of  life ;  the  world  is  regarded  as  a  scene  of  prepara- 
tion for  blessedness  in  eternity;  and  faith  is  the  springboard 
from  which  one  leaps  out  of  history.  In  all  of  this  there  is  a 
striking  resemblance  to  the  Greek  "salvation"  cults  of  the  first 
century,  which  offered  men  release  from  time  into  eternity. 

Surely  no  one  would  deny  that  God's  Word  in  Christ  is 
addressed  to  the  individual,  or  that  the  gospel  releases  men 
from  frustrations  and  fears,  or  that  the  Christian  faith  points 
confidently  beyond  the  horizons  of  death.  But  early  Christians 
meant  much  more  than  this  when  they  gave  witness  to  the 
Resurrection.  To  them  this  event  was  not  a  mere  signpost, 
pointing  the  way  toward  eternity;  rather,  this  was  the  trans- 
figuration of  history  itself.  It  was  the  lightning-thrust  of  God's 
Truth  in  the  light  of  which  the  whole  landscape  of  human 
existence  was  brilliantly  illumined.  It  was  the  assurance  of 
God's  triumph  in  history. 

Therefore,  in  order  that  we  may  understand  the  meaning 
of  the  Christian  claim  that  God  raised  Christ  from  the  dead, 
we  must  project  ourselves  into  the  Hebraic  framework  of 
thinking.  In  particular,  we  must  consider  the  Resurrection 
in  the  light  of  the  messianic  interpretation  of  history  and  the 
Hebraic  view  of  human  nature.  In  what  follows  we  shall  not 
argue  for  the  literal  accuracy  of  the  details  of  the  biblical 
framework  of  thinking;  our  concern  is  to  understand  the 
Semitic  idiom  in  terms  of  which  early  Christians  proclaimed 
God's  triumph. 

Too  often  we  ignore  the  fact  that  during  the  first  century 
the  belief  in  the  resurrection  of  the  dead  was  inseparably 
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related  to  the  messianic  hope  for  the  future.  Jewish  messianic 
expectations,  particularly  the  apocalyptic  type,  pointed  to  the 
consummation  of  history  when  God  would  establish  his  rule 
over  his  whole  creation.  At  the  time  of  the"fulfillment  of  all 
things,"  it  was  believed,  God  would  raise  up  the  dead  in  order 
that  preceding  generations,  as  well  as  those  living  at  the  time, 
might  witness  God's  final  triumph  in  the  historical  drama. 
The  resurrection  of  the  dead  is  taught  clearly  in  only  two 
passages  in  the  Old  Testament,  both  of  them  belonging  in  the 
apocalyptic  tradition  (Isaiah  26:19;  Daniel  12:2-3).  In  the 
book  of  Daniel  we  read: 

And  many  of  those  who  sleep  in  the  land  of  dust  shall  awake,  some 
to  everlasting  life,  and  others  to  everlasting  reproach  and  contempt. 
Then  those  who  are  wise  shall  shine  like  the  brightness  of  the  firma- 
ment, and  those  who  have  led  the  multitude  to  righteousness  like 
the  stars  forever  and  ever. 

This  belief  was  elaborated  during  the  "intertestamental 
period,"  was  championed  by  the  Pharisees  during  Jesus'  day,^ 
and  formed  the  framework  of  early  Christian  thinking  (I 
Thessalonians  4:14;  Acts  24:15;  John  5:29;  and  so  on). 

Not  only  does  the  doctrine  of  the  resurrection  of  the  dead 
presuppose  a  messianic  interpretation  of  history,  but  it  also 
rests  upon  the  Hebraic  view  of  human  nature.  In  Hebraic 
thought,  man  is  a  body  (dust)  animated  by  the  Spirit  or 
breath  of  God  (see  Genesis  2:7).  Contrary  to  the  Greek  way 
of  thinking,  there  is  no  eternal  element  (or  "soul")  im- 
prisoned in  the  physical  body.  Man's  life  is  a  unity,  the  unified 
existence  of  a  creature  responsible  to  his  Creator.  When  he 
dies,  his  personal  existence  ceases.  His  body  returns  to  the 
dust  and  his  "shade" — a  vague  double  of  his  former  self — 
'  goes  down  to  Sheol,  the  land  of  darkness  and  death.  Con- 

1  Sadducees,  the  other  main  party-group  within  Judaism,  did  not  accept  this 
doctrine.  They  found  no  authority  for  it  in  the  Pentateuch,  and  could  not  accept 
the  Pharisees'  oral  interpretations  of  the  Pentateuch,  eventually  codified  in  the 
Talmud,  which  made  it  possible  to  claim  Mosaic  authority  for  the  belief.  Like 
the  Pharisees,  Jesus  accepted  the  belief  (see  Mark  12:18-27). 
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sistent  with  this  view  of  human  nature,  if  man  is  to  have  a  ' 
future  life  there  must  be  a  new  miracle,  a  re-creation.  God 
Must  raise  up  the  body  from  death,  reanimate  it  with  his 
life-giving  Spirit,  and  restore  man  to  the  God-relationship 
tvhich  is  the  source  of  his  life. 

It  is  important  to  notice,  then,  that  the  belief  in  the  resur- 
rection of  the  dead — unlike  the  Greek  belief  in  the  immor- 
tality of  the  soul — does  not  imply  an  escape  from  history  into 
stemity.  Actually  the  belief  is  profoundly  this-worldly.  It  is 
associated  with  the  faith  that  God's  Kingdom  would  come,  at 
ivhich  time  his  will  would  be  done  on  earth  as  it  is  done  in 
[leaven.  According  to  this  way  of  thinking,  the  resurrection 
Dccurs  at  the  end  or  the  goal  of  history,  that  is,  (symbolically) 
It  the  Final  Judgment.^  Just  as  the  individual  before  death 
finds  meaning  in  a  covenanted  community,  so  likewise  he 
[cannot  reach  the  goal  of  his  historical  life  unless  he  is  per- 
mitted to  be  a  member  of  the  redeemed  community,  the 
Kingdom  of  God.  Hence  after  a  period  of  waiting,  faithful 
individuals  are,  by  an  act  of  God's  grace,  raised  up  in  order 
that  they  may  take  part  in  the  messianic  community.  In  this 
dew  the  emphasis  is  not  on  man's  self-centered  longing  for 
eternal  life,  but,  rather,  upon  the  fulfillment  and  completion 
of  history. 

The  Resurrection  of  Jesus  is  a  part  of  this  view  of  history. 
It  is  the  emphatic  witness  of  the  New  Testament  that  God's 
raising  of  Jesus  was  the  assurance — as  Paul  said  in  his  ser- 
mon on  Mars  Hill — that  the  final  consummation  was  near. 
To  early  Christians  it  gave  evidence  that  already  the  powers 
of  God's  kingdom  were  manifest,  already  God's  victory  was" 
being  won,  already  men  were  citizens  of  that  new  Age  of  the 
fulfillment  of  God's  purpose  for  mankind.  The  in-breaking  of 
the  powers  of  the  Kingdom,  which  had  been  experienced  in 
the  words  and  works  of  Jesus,  had  reached  a  tremendous 
intensity  in  the  Crucifixion-Resurrection  of  the  Messiah.  As 


2  We  shall  return  to  the  myth  of  the  "end  of  history"  in  the  next  chapter. 
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Paul  wrote,  "now  is  Christ  risen  from  the  dead,  and  become 
the  firstfruits  of  them  that  slept" — ^that  is,  he  is  the  first  in 
the  "harvest"  of  those  who  await  the  final  messianic  resurrec- 
tion; indeed,  his  victory  over  death  is  a  foretaste  of  God's 
final  Kingdom  and  his  ultimate  subjection  of  the  entire  cre- 
ation to  his  rule  (see  I  Corinthians  15:20-28).  To  put  it 
metaphorically,  early  Christians  believed  that  they  had  one 
foot  in  the  Kingdom  and  the  other  foot  in  the  present  age. 
Q^  They  were  citizens  of  two  epochs:  the  new  order,  present  but 
not  realized;  and  the  old  order,  judged  but  not  yet  ended^ 
As  the  author  of  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  said.  Christians 
had  already  "tasted  . . .  the  powers  of  the  Age  to  Come"  (6:5) . 
The  doctrine  of  the  immortality  of  the  soul,  regardless  of 
;  the  question  of  its  validity  on  other  grounds,  would  have  been 
.  a  wholly  inadequate  vehicle  for  expressing  the  Christian  con- 
viction that  God's  triumph  in  Christ  was  truly  a  historical 
miracle,  a  "mighty  act"  of  God  himself.  As  Canon  Michael 
Ramsey  reminds  us,  Jesus  did  not  automatically  survive  death 
because  his  soul  was  deathless,  but — ^to  use  New  Testament 
language — "Christ  was  raised"  "God  raised  him  from  the_ 
dead."  ^  The  accent  is  upon  God's  action.  It  was  not  the  event 
of  the  Resurrection  itself  that  mattered,  for,  after  all,  oth^r 
"resurrections"  were  believed  in  that  period,  and  Pharisees 
would  have  had  no  a  priori  difficulty  with  its  possibility.  What 
made  this  resurrection  unique — and  to  the  Pharisees  u^ 
acceptable — was  the  Christian  emphasis  upon  God's  redemp- 
tive action  in  the  event,  his  vindication  of  one  who  was  bailed^ 
as  the  Messiah^ 

Christians  viewed  Christ's  Resurrection  as  of  one  piece  with 
the  drama  of  Israel's  past  in  which  they  discerned  the  redemp- 
tive activity  of  God.  Just  as  the  Exodus  was  regarded  as  a 
divine  miracle  which  liberated  Israel  from  bondage,  so  Jesus' 
death  was  the  "New  Exodus"  in  which  God  liberated  men 


3  At  many  points  in  this  discussion  I  am  indebted  to  Canon  A.  Michael 
Ramsey's  little  book,  The  Resurrection  of  Christ  (Westminster,  1946),  in  which 
he  presents  a  stimulating  critical  and  theological  treatment  of  the  subject. 
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from  the  greater  bondage  of  sin  and  death.  Just  as  the  return 
from  the  Babylonian  Exile  was  a  miracle  in  which  God  raised 
Israel  from  the  grave  and  gave  her  new  life,  so  likewise  God 
raised  Christ  and,  with  him,  the  New  Israel — the  Church 
(Ephesians  2:4-10).  The  Exodus,  the  Exile-and-Retum,  and 
the  Crucifixion-Resurrection  were  the  crucial  events  in  biblical 
history,  and  in  each  of  them  men  of  faith  discerned  the 
action  of  God.  Here  we  are  dealing  with  a  view  which  recog- 
nizes that  human  history  is  controlled  by  something  more 
than  natural  or  human  factors.  Though  the  modern  mind  may 
have  difficulty  with  the  notion  of  God's  intervention  in  human 
affairs,  let  us  recognize  honestly  that  we  cannot  exclude  this 
dimension  from  the  Bible  without  completely  revising  it  and 
falsifying  its  witness. 

Early  Christians  soon  came  to  realize  the  indispensability 
of  the  category  of  the  Resurrection  as  an  expression  of  God's 
triumph  in  history.  As  Christianity  moved  out  onto  Gentile 
soil  it  was  involved  in  a  life-and-death  battle  with  a  type  of 
Greek  thinking  known  as  Gnosticism.  Even  in  the  first  century 
this  philosophy  challenged  Christianity,  and  the  issue  came 
to  a  crisis  in  the  second  century,  about  the  time  of  Marcion. 
Gnostic  Christians,  starting  from  the  premise  of  a  sharp 
cleavage  between  soul  and  body  (the  eternal  and  the  tem- 
poral), argued  that  Christ  was  a  celestial  being  whose  career 
in  the  flesh  was  only  an  appearance.  Obviously,  they  argued, 
the  spiritual  Christ  could  not  have  been  truly  incarnated  in  a 
physical  body,  any  more  than  all  eternity  could  be  crowded 
into  a  single  moment  of  time.  Therefore,  it  was  thought,  his 
bodily  suffering,  death,  and  resurrection  were  only  an  illusion. 
Jesus  seemed  to  die  and  arise  from  the  dead,  but  actually  his 
immortal  soul  was  untouched  by  death.  Of  course,  this  all 
follows  logically  once  the  premise  is  granted;  for  if  the  soul 
by  nature  is  deathless  it  is  obviously  a  contradiction  in  terms 
to  speak  of  it  being  raised  again  to  life.  Christians  came  to 
realize  that  the  distinction  between  Jesus'  immortality  and 
Jesus'  resurrection  was  freighted  with  serious  implications. 
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They  had  the  wisdom  to  see  that  the  Gnostic  view  would  have 
destroyed  the  very  essence  of  Christianity  as  a  historical  reli- 
gion, that  is,  a  religion  which  rests  upon  the  revelation  of  God 
in  historical  events.  If  the  birth,  suffering,  death,  and  resur- 
rection of  Christ  were  not  real,  then  God  did  not  really  reveal 
himself  in  history!  The  "Apostles'  Creed"  was  the  answer  of 
the  early  Church  to  this  dangerous  type  of  thinking.  The  Creed 
put  sharp  emphasis  on  the  affirmations  that  Jesus  was  born 
of  the  Virgin  Mary,  suffered  under  Pontius  Pilate,  was  dead 
and  buried,  and  on  the  third  day  rose  from  the  dead.  This  was 
the  Church's  way  of  safeguarding  the  apostolic  witness  that 
Christ's  victory  was  an  event  in  history,  not  merely  an  escape 
into  eternity. 

The  Resurrection,  then,  is  the  dominant  category  of  a  reli- 
gion which  rests  upon  a  conviction  intolerable  to  Greek 
thought:  God's  action,  his  coming  into  history,  his  self -revela- 
tion in  historical  events.  The  question  as  to  what  happened 
on  Easter  morning  lies  out  on  the  fringe.  We  are  dealing  here 
with  an  issue  of  historical  interpretation  which  cannot  be  put 
aside  easily.  Is  history  what  the  men  of  the  Bible  declared  it  to 
be:  a  meeting  place  between  God  and  man?  Is  the  Crucifixion- 
Resurrection,  as  Christians  claim,  the  historical  event  in 
which  men  encounter  the  Lord  of  history  and  witness  his 
triumph?  On  this  issue  Christianity  cannot  surrender  without 
ceasing  to  be  Christian.  As  Paul  reminded  Christians  at  the 
Greek  city  of  Corinth,  "If  Christ  be  not  risen,  then  is  our 
preaching  vain,  and  your  faith  is  vain"  (I  Corinthians  15:14). 
Surely  it  is  no  exaggeration  to  say  that  if  Christianity  were 
severed  from  its  rootage  in  the  soil  of  the  resurrection  faith,  it 
would  soon  lose  its  vitality  and  wither  away. 

The  Historical  Evidence 

Up  to  this  point  we  have  attempted  to  project  ourselves  into 
the  thought  framework  of  early  Christians  and,  in  so  far  as 
possible,  to  think  Hebraically  about  the  Resurrection.  Since 
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the  Bible  is  written  in  an  idiom  more  or  less  strange  to  us, 
we  must  learn  the  new  language,  lest  we  completely  misunder- 
stand the  faith  early  Christians  attempted  to  communicate. 
Now  we  must  raise  the  question  as  to  the  historical  evidence 
for  Qirist's  resurrection.  The  point  bears  repetition  that  since 
Christianity  is  a  historical  religion,  it  cannot  escape  the  prob- 
lems of  historical  investigation  and  must  employ  the  most 
critical  methodology  in  dealing  with  the  evidence.  It  seems 
fair  to  point  out,  however,  that  the  presuppositions  of  his- 
torical criticism  should  be  derived  from  the  Bible  itself — ^that 
is,  commitment  to  the  Lordship  of  Christ  rather  than  some 
other  standpoint  of  historical  interpretation;  otherwise  the 
historian,  perhaps  unconsciously,  will  dismiss  or  distort  some 
evidence  in  order  that  the  past  may  be  understood  according 
to  his  own  categories  or  the  categories  of  his  time. 

It  will  come  as  a  shock  to  the  newcomer  in  biblical  studies 
to  learn  that  the  New  Testament  does  not  give  a  clear-cut 
and  harmonious  picture  as  to  what  happened  at  the  Resurrec- 
tion. This  will  become  evident  as  we  review  briefly  the  New 
Testament  story,  considering  first  the  witness  of  the  Gospels, 
then  the  account  given  by  Paul,  and  finally  the  preaching 
message  of  the  early  apostles  during  the  oral  period.  In  this 
manner  we  shall  work  backward  toward  the  earliest  testimony 
concerning  the  event. 

In  its  earliest  known  form,  the  Gospel  of  Mark  contained  nq_ 
story  of  the  appearance  of  the  resurrected  Christ.  The  event 
of  the  Resurrection  is  implied,  indeed  is  predicted  several 
times  earlier  in  the  Gospel;  but  in  the  earliest  extant  Marcan 
narrative  the  reader  is  left  with  the  picture  of  the  women 
running  in  terror  from  the  empty  tomb,  unable  to  understand 
the  words  of  the  white-robed  young  man,  "Behold  he  goes 
before  you  into  Galilee."  Of  course,  we  are  familiar  with  the 
passage  at  the  end  of  the  Gospel  in  our  modern  Bibles  / 
(16:9-20).  But  this  passage,  which  is  written  in  a  different 
style  than  the  remainder  of  Mark,  was  evidently  the  work  of 
early  editors  who  sought  to  make  the  story  complete.  As  a 
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matter  of  fact,  in  the  two  best  codices  of  the  New  Testament 
(Vaticanus  and  Sinaiticus)  the  Gospel  ends  with  the  words 
of  16:8:  "For  they  were  afraid."  It  is  a  moot  question  among 
New  Testament  scholars  as  to  whether  Mark  originally  ended 
in  this  abrupt  manner,  or  whether  the  original  ending  has 
been  lost. 

Matthew  seemingly  builds  his  story  on  the  Marcan  words: 
"Behold,  he  goes  before  you  into  Galilee."  Accordingly,  this 
Gospel  describes  Jesus'  appearance  to  his  disciples  in  Galilee. 
No  appearances  in  Jerusalem  are  mentioned.  Moreover,  Mat- 
thew embellishes  the  story  according  to  his  own  interests. 
For  instance,  instead  of  Mark's  restrained  description  of  the 
scene  at  the  tomb,  Matthew  speaks  of  an  earthquake,  the  angel 
rolling  away  the  stone,  and  Jesus'  appearance  being  like 
lightning.  Practically  all  scholars  agree  that  the  story  of  the 
sealing  of  the  tomb  and  the  placing  of  the  Roman  guard 
(27:62-66;  28:11-15)  developed  in  the  gospel  tradition  to 
refute  the  criticisms  of  non-Christians  who  maintained  that 
Jesus'  body  had  been  stolen. 

Luke  likewise  follows  the  story  of  the  empty  tomb,  but 
reports  that  Jesus  appeared  to  his  disciples  in  Jerusalem  and 
its  vicinity.  No  appearances  in  Galilee  are  recorded.  Luke 
alone  gives  the  beautiful  story  about  the  Stranger  explaining 
the  Scriptures  to  the  two  disciples  on  the  road  to  Emmaus, 
and  tells  how  later  the  Risen  Christ  was  made  known  to  them 
as  they  broke  bread.  In  other  ways  too,  Luke  handles  the 
Resurrection  narratives  in  an  independent  manner. 

Finally,  the  Gospel  of  John  also  follows  the  tradition  of  the 
empty  tomb,  but  adds  other  details,  such  as  the  visit  of  Mary 
Magdalene  to  the  tomb  alone,  and  the  visit  of  Peter  and  John 
to  confirm  Mary's  report.  Interestingly,  John  harmonizes  the 
Galilee  (Mark,  Matthew)  and  Jerusalem  (Luke)  traditions 
by  stating  that  the  main  resurrection  appearance  was  in  Jeru- 
salem, and  pointing  out  in  an  epilogue  which  may  be  from 
another  editor  that  later  Jesus  appeared  to  the  disciples  while 
they  were  fishing  in  Galilee  (chapter  21). 
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Summarizing  this  evidence,  we  may  conclude  that  it  is  im- 
possible to  harmonize  the  details  of  the  Gospels  into  a  com- 
pletely consistent  story.  All  the  Gospel  writers  depend  upon 
a  common  tradition  which  emphasized  the  evidence  of  the 
empty  tomb  and  the  subsequent  appearances  of  the  risen  Jesus 
to  his  disciples.  There  are  important  divergences  such  as  the 
issue  over  "Galilee"  or  "Jerusalem."  Moreover,  each  Gospel 
writer  embellishes  the  tradition  according  to  his  own  interests 
and  literary  motives.  Various  situations  in  the  Church — for 
example,  Jewish  criticisms — contributed  to  the  development 
and  expansion  of  the  tradition.  However,  tibe  lack  of  coi> 
sistency  and  the  fact  that  the  account  was  embellished  need 
not  call  into  question  either  the  historicity  of  the  event  or  i^ 
religious  meaning.  Actually,  we  would  be  more  suspicious  of_ 
tlie  tradition  if  it  were  completely  harmonious  and  if  every 
detail  fitted  perfectly  into  a  carefully,  artificially  worked-out 
scheme.  Let  us  always  remember  that  the  Gospel  writers  were_ 
not  so  much  "historians"  as  they  were  religious  artists  who_ 
attempted  to  portray  to  their  contemporaries  the  victory  of 
ChrisJ.  We  miss  the  religious  meaning  of  these  stories  if  we 
expect  from  them  literal  accuracy,  just  as  we  miss  the  beauty 
of  a  Monet  painting  if  we  examine  the  details  from  a  close-up 
perspective. 

The  earliest  literary  witness  of  the  Resurrection  is  given 
to  us  by  Paul,  especially  in  I  Corinthians  15.  The  historical 
value  of  this  chapter  is  great,  for  though  I  Corinthians  was 
written  around  a.d.  56-57,  Paul  claims  to  hark  back  to  the 
time  of  his  conversion,  perhaps  within  ten  years  after  the 
Crucifixion.  Moreover,  Paul  insists  that  he  passed  on  to  the 
Corinthians  the  gospel  he  had  received  from  early  preachers 
and  witnesses, 

. . .  that  Christ  died  for  our  sins  in  accordance  with  the  scriptures, 
that  he  was  buried,  that  he  was  raised  on  the  third  day  in  accordance 
with  the  scriptures,  and  that  he  appeared  to  Cephas  [that  is,  Peter], 
then  to  the  twelve.  Then  he  appeared  to  more  than  five  hundred  breth- 
ren at  one  time,  most  of  whom  are  still  alive,  though  some  have  fallen 


220  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

asleep.  Then  he  appeared  to  James,  then  to  the  apostles.  Last  of  all, 
as  to  one  untimely  born,  he  appeared  also  to  me  (verses  3-8). 

Paul's  list  of  the  Resurrection  appearances  deviates  con- 
siderably from  the  Gospel  tradition;  for  instance,  there  is  no_ 
record  elsewhere  of  an  appearance  to  James.  Strikingly,  in 
his  summary  of  the  received  tradition  he  does  not  allude  to  the 
story  of  the  women  at  the  tomb.  Paul  attaches  the  greatest_ 
importance  to  the  "appearance"  of  the  risen  Christ  to  a  num-_ 
ber  of  individuals,  beginning  with  Peter  and  ending  w^ith_ 
himself.  At  this  point  Paul's  witness  is  somewhat  astonishing^ 
He  maintains  that  his  vision  of  the  Risen  Lord  (see  Acts  9:17) 
was  precisely  the  same  type  of  experience,  and  therefore  gave 
him  the  same  apostolic  authority,  as  that  of  the  early  apostles 
(I  Corinthians  9:1;  Galatians  1:11  ff.).  Moreover,  he  goes  on 
to  argue  in  the  remainder  of  the  chapter  that  the  resurrected 
body  of  the  Christian  is  not  a  body  of  flesh  ("flesh  and  blood 
cannot  inherit  the  Kingdom  of  God")  but  a  spiritual  body, 
miraculously  transformed  into  the  likeness  of  Christ's  "glori- 
ous body"  (see  also  Philippians  3:21).  Just  as  a  seed,  planted 
in  the  ground,  alters  its  form  as  it  rises  into  the  sunlight 
(for  "God  gives  it  a  new  form"),  so  likewise  in  the  case  of 
the  resurrection,  "It  is  sown  [that  is,  it  is  born]  a  physical 
body,  it  is  raised  a  spiritual  body"  (I  Corinthians  15:44).  If 
this  was  true  in  Christ's  case,  he  argues,  it  will  be  true  of  all 
men  at  the  consummation  of  history. 

It  is  highly  interesting  that  the  earliest  literary  witness  of 
the  Resurrection  assumes  that  the  mode  of  Christ's  resurrec^ 
tion  was  not  crassly  physical.  To  be  sure,  the  body  was 
"buried"  in  the  grave,  but,  says  Paul,  the  physical  body  was 
miraculously  transformed — in  a  way  past  our  comprehen- 
sion— into  a  new  and  glorified  body.  It  was  in  this  form  that 
God  raised  Christ  and  revealed  his  Son  to  various  followers. 
On  the  basis  of  this  earliest  documentary  evidence,  many 
scholars  believe  that  as  the  story  of  the  Resurrection  was 
passed  on  in  the  Christian  community  it  was  modified  so  ^s 
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to  place  greater  stress  upon  the  physical  aspects  of  the  body 
Df  the  Risen  Christ.  Thus  Luke,  while  at  times  suggesting  a 
spiritual  body  which  could  mysteriously  appear  and  disappear 
(24:31,  36),  also  describes  the  body  as  having  "flesh  and 
bones"  (24:39)  and  reports  that  Jesus  ate  a  piece  of  broiled 
fish  (24:42).  This  tendency  was  accentuated  evidently  by  two 
factors:  first,  the  practical  need  to  convey  in  concrete,  pic- 
torial language  the  reality  of  an  event  which  could  not  be 
described  objectively;  and  second,  the  attempt  to  defend 
Christianity  against  Gnostics  who  insisted  that  Jesus  was  no 
real  human  being,  but  a  "celestial  phantom"  who  could  have 
10  contact  with  matter. 

It  must  be  admitted  that  if  we  are  to  think  literally  of  a 
physical  body,  the  Ascension  presents  something  of  a  prob- 
lem, at  least  in  terms  of  the  modern  view  of  the  universe 
ivhich  astronomy  presents.  The  idea  of  Jesus  being  carried 
'up"  to  heaven  on  a  cloud  is  hardly  tenable  today,  except  in 
;he  symbolic  sense  that  Jesus  was  exalted  "to  the  right  hand 
3f  God"  as  Lord.  The  Ascension,  like  the  second  coming  of 
[esus  on  the  clouds,  belongs  in  another  dimension  than  our 
physical  senses  can  describe.  It  is  interesting  to  observe  that_^ 
3nly  Luke  describes  a  physical  ascension  (Luke  24:50-52  and 
A.cts  1:9).  The  other  Gospels  make  no  mention  of  it. 

When  we  move  back  beyond  the  written  records  into  the 
period  of  the  oral  transmission  of  the  gospel,  we  discover 
igain  that  tlie  main  emphasis  is  placed  upon  the  appearance  to 
the  disciples.  The  apostolic  sermons  preserved  in  Acts  do  not 
mention  the  testimony  of  the  women  at  the  sepulchre,  and  in 
this  respect  accord  with  Paul's  summary  of  the  "received" 
tradition.  The  apostles  stressed  their  conviction  that  God  had 
raised  Jesus  from  the  dead  "after  three  days,"  and  that 
the  risen  Lord  appeared  to  them  (see  Acts  3:15;  10:40;  / 
13:30-31).  Though  mention  is  made  of  Jesus'  burial,  their  j/ 
main  witness  was  not  that  they  had  failed  to  find  Jesus'  corpse 
in  the  tomb,  but  they  had  "seen"  the  risen  Christ. 

This,  in  brief,  is  the  historical  evidence  with  wLich  we  must 
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deal  as  we  start  from  the  comparatively  late  gospel  literature 
and  move  backward  toward  the  earliest  testimony  concerning 
Christ's  resurrection.  In  the  nature  of  the  case  it  is  impossible 
to  be  dogmatic.  There  seem  to  be  two  main  traditions:  one 
which  afl5rms  that  Christ  appeared  first  to  Peter,  probably  in 
Galilee;  and  one  which  starts  from  the  women's  testimony  at 
the  tomb  in  Jerusalem.  Most  Protestant  critics  today  believe 
that  the  former  is  the  oldest  tradition,  and  that  the  gospel 
evidence  of  the  empty  tomb  is  secondary.  Others,  like  Canon 
Ramsey,  argue  vigorously  that  the  empty  tomb  formed  a  part 
of  the  earliest  testimony,  along  with  the  witness  that  Christ 
had  appeared  to  the  apostles.* 

Regardless  of  where  one  takes  his  stand  in  this  debate,  this 
point  is  clear:  according  to  the  traditions,  both  early  and  late, 
Jesus  appeared  only  to  his  followers.  Unbelievers  could  not 
see  the  Risen  Lord.  This  should  warn  us  against  supposing^ 
diat  the  Resurrection  was  an  objective  event  capable  of  being 
seen  by  any  one,  in  the  sense  that  an  eclipse  of  the  sun  is_ 
visible  to  the  naked  eye.  Even  those  (like  Ramsey)  who  take 
a  more  conservative  attitude  toward  the  testimony  concerning 
the  empty  tomb  recognize  that  the  Resurrection  belonged  in  a 
dimension  of  spiritual  existence  for  which  "corresponding 
powers  of  spiritual  discernment"  were  necessary.  Only  in 
faith  could  men  behold  the  miracle  of  the  Resurrection. 

By  way  of  concluding  this  phase  of  our  discussion,  two 
things  should  be  said.  First,  there  is  no  reason  to  question  the 
reality  of  the^erait  in  the  experience  of  the  early  Christian 
community.  Without  the  Resurrection,  there  would  have  been 
no  Christian  Church.  Some  mighty  event  took  place  in  the  ex- 
perience of  the  disciples  to  convince  them  that  Jesus  was  not 
^mere  martyr  and  that  Good  Friday  was  not  the  end.  Every 
line  of  the  New  Testament  gives  witness  to  the  reality  of  this 

*  Op.  cit.,  pp.  59-74.  C.  H.  Dodd,  though  defending  the  other  position,  admits 
that  the  historical  evidence  concerning  the  empty  tomb  is  "more  serious  and 
impressive  than  is  sometimes  allowed  for  in  modem  discussions"  (The  Bible 
Today,  p.  104). 
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event  which  was  the  foundation  upon  which  Christ's  Church 
was  established.  Moreover,  we  have  impressive  evidence  of 
this  tremendous  reality  in  the  early  custom  of  Christian  wor- 
ship on  "the  Lord's  Day"  (I  Corinthians  16:2;  Acts  20:7; 
cf.  Revelation  1 :10) .  We  must  remember  that  early  Christians 
were  Jews  who  had  been  nurtured  in  a  Judaism  which  empha- 
sized the  sanctity  of  the  Sabbath,  the  seventh  day  of  the  week. 
Only  the  most  revolutionary  event  could  have  enabled  them 
to  forsake  the  deeply  established  practice  of  worshiping  on 
what  we  call  Saturday,  and  to  worship  on  what  we  call  Sunday. 

The  earliest  tradition  emphasizes  that  at  least  as  early  as 

A.D.  50  Christians  worshipedjan  the  first  day  of  the  Jewish^ 
week  because  this  was  the  day  of  the  Lord's  resurrection  ("on 
the  third  day  he  was  raised").  Cumulative  evidence  of  this 
kind  makes  reasonable  the  statement  of  one  New  Testament 
scholar:  "Surely  it  is  no  exaggeration  to  say  that  belief  in 
the  resurrection  of  Jesus  is  the  best-attested  fact  of  ancient 
history."  ' 

Secondly,  the  event  was  experienced  with  a  meaning  on 
which  there  is  unanimous  agreement  in  the  New  Testament: 
God  had  visited  and  redeemed  his  people.  The  sifting  of  the 
historical  evidence  does  not  necessarily  lead  us  any  closer  to 
the  meaning  or  the  truth  of  the  Resurrection.  Even  though  we 
could  demonstrate  scientifically  that  the  tomb  was  empty  on 
Easter  morning,  we  would  not  arrive  at  the  biblical  meaning 
of  the  miracle.  The  skeptic,  admitting  that  some  freakish  event 
may  have  occurred  two  thousand  years  ago,  would  say  in  good 
collegiate  style:  "So  what?"  Conversely,  even  though  the 
gospel  evidence  concerning  the  empty  tomb  falls  like  a  house 
of  cards  when  examined  critically,  the  reality  of  Christ's 
resurrection  would  not  be  affected  in  the  slightest.  In  the  final^ 
analysis,  the  truth  of  the  Resurrection  lies  not  in  the  field  of  _ 
factual  inquiry,  but  in  the  field  of  historical  interpretation. 
Was  Jesus  truly  God's  Messiah?  Did  he  manifest  God's  sover- 

5C.  T.  Craig,  The  Beginning  of  Christianity    (Abingdon-Cokesbury,  1943), 
p.  133. 
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eignty  over  history?  Was  he  the  one  who  actualized  God's 
power  and  grace?  These  questions  are  answerable  not  by 
examination  of  the  evidence,  but  by  a  faith  which  either 
affirms  or  denies.  The  Christian  interpretation  of  history,  like 
any  view  of  history,  rests  finally  upon  decision. 

The  Conquest  of  Sin  and  Death 

We  have  said  that  the  Resurrection,  when  viewed  He- 
braically,  was  the  climactic  moment  in  the  biblical  drama. 
It  was  the  act  by  which  God  demonstrated  the  Crucified 
Messiah  to  be  Lord,  and  at  the  same  time  brought  to  fulfill- 
ment the  promise  made  to  the  fathers  of  old.  What  "happened" 
was  viewed  from  the  perspective  on  history  which  defined  the 
mental  outlook  of  early  Christians.  To  the  Church  the  Resur;_ 
rection  was  the  sign  and  assurance  that  God  had  won  a_ 
decisive  victory,  the  final  victory  in  the  historical  drama.  And, 
paradoxically,  this  victory  had  been  experienced  even  before 
the  consummation  of  history  which  is  symbolized  by  the  words 
"the  Last  Judgment."  At  this  point  two  planes,  as  it  were, 
intersected:  the  horizontal  plane  of  man's  history  (the  Man 
of  Galilee  was  crucified  under  Pontius  Pilate)  and  the  ver- 
tical plane  of  God's  action  (God  sent  his  Son  and  raised  him 
from  the  dead). 

The  nature  of  the  divine  victory  is  indicated  by  Paul  in 
these  words:  "If  Christ  has  not  been  raised,  your  faith  is 
futile  and  you  are  still  in  your  sins"  (I  Corinthians  15:17). 
Such  a  statement  indicates  that  the  Resurrection  is  inseparable 
from  the  work  and  Passion  of  Christ  discussed  in  the  pre- 
ceding chapter.  The  apostolic  affirmation,  "Christ  died  for  our 
sins  according  to  the  Scriptures,"  is  incomplete  apart  from 
the  event  which  gives  assurance  of  that  truth,  "He  rose  again 
on  the  third  day  according  to  the  Scriptures."  Good  Friday 
and  Easter  morning  may  be  separated  on  the  calendar,  but 
they  merge  together  in  the  Christian  faith.  Indeed,  the  Church 
became  a  dynamic  power  when  on  the  day  of  Pentecost  the 
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Crucifixion  and  Resurrection  were  fused  together  into  one 
divine  Event  by  the  power  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

Most  people  fail  to  realize  that  early  Christians  discerned^ 
in  the  Resurrection  not  primarily  the  evidence  for  an  after- 
life,  but  the  assurance  that  God  had  conquered  sin  and  there- 
fore  had  liberated  men  from  a  more  terrible  death  than  the 
death  of  the  body.  In  the  Bible,  sin  and  death  are  associated 
closely.^  Death  is  regarded  as  the  punishment  of  sin.  As  Paul 
put  it,  "the  sting  of  death  is  sin"  (I  Corinthians  15:56)  or 
"death  entered  the  world  by  sin"  (Romans  5:12).  In  other 
words,  when  man  rebels  against  God  he  invites  upon  himself 
the  judgment  of  death — "death"  in  this  sense  being  separation 
from  God.  If  man  is  created  in  the  image  of  God  and  made 
to  find  the  fullness  of  life  in  dependence  upon  his  Creator, 
then  his  repudiation  of  the  manifest  design  of  God  is  really 
the  destruction  of  his  own  life.  It  is  a  kind  of  suicide  which, 
viewed  from  two  angles,  may  be  regarded  as  either  his  own 
self-wrought  punishment,  or  God's  sentence  of  judgment  upon 
him.  In  this  sense,  "the  wages  of  sin  is  death"  (Romans  6:23). 
Though  one's  pulse  may  still  be  vigorous,  he  is  actually  in  a 
state  of  "living  death"  when  estranged  from  God's  purpose 
(see  Romans  8:6;  Ephesians  2:1-5;  I  John  3:14-15);  when 
bodily  death  occurs  the  futility  of  his  existence  becomes 
apparent.'^  On  the  other  hand,  "life"  is  conceived  in  terms 
of  man's  relationship  to  God,  his  acceptance  of  the  will  of  the 
Creator.  Such  life  has  an  infinite  qualitative  difference  from 
the  kind  of  existence  which  may  be  described  organically.  It  is 
life-in-relationship-to-God;  it  is  the  fulfillment  of  man's  being 
as  a  dependent  creature,  made  in  the  image  of  God.  The  unique 
biblical  meaning  of  the  words  "life"  and  "death"  is  illustrated 

6  See  Paul  Minear's  treatment  of  this  matter,  Eyes  of  Faith,  pp.  122-128 ;  also 
A.  Michael  Ramsey,  op.  cit.,  pp.  22-24. 

'^  One  Shakespearian  critic  sees  dramatized  in  Macbeth  and  Lady  Macbeth: 
"the  ebbing  of  life  within  these  two,  their  death  while  they  still  live,  for  here 
is  the  essential  tragedy ...  in  the  sleep-walking  scene  we  see  her  already  spiritu- 
ally dead . . .  the  man's  living  spirit  does  seem  at  last  to  shrivel  to  a  cipher . . . 
he  too  is  dead  before  he  dies."  Quoted  by  H.  Wheeler  Robinson,  Two  Hebrew 
Prophets  (Lutterworth,  1948),  p.  28. 
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in  such  a  passage  as  Deuteronomy  30:19:  "I  have  set  before 
thee  this  day  life  and  death  .  .  .  therefore  choose  ye  life!" 

Early  Christians  found  in  the  Resurrection  assurance  that 
God  had  won  a  victory  over  "the  law  of  sin  and  death" 
(Roman  8:2)  and  had  made  available  "newness  of  life."  The 
gift  was  offered  for  this  day;  already  men  could  participate 
in  the  life  of  the  Kingdom ;  in  the  now  they  could  drink  from 
the  fountains  of  eternal  life.  As  God  raised  Christ  from  the 
dead,  so  had  he  raised  them  from  death  in  order  that  they 
might  share,  both  now  and  hereafter,  in  the  "new  creation." 
Thus,  for  instance,  the  Fourth  Gospel  proclaims  that  men  do 
not  have  to  wait  to  receive  the  gift  of  eternal  life.  Even  now 
it  is  available,  for  death  and  darkness  have  been  overcome 
by  the  life  and  light  made  available  in  Christ.* 

Justification  by  Faith 

The  implications  of  God's  victory  over  sin  and  death  were 
given  distinctive  formulation  by  Paul  in  his  well-known  words 
"justification  by  faith"  and  not  by  "the  works  of  the  law." 
This  doctrine,  which  later  became  the  keynote  of  the  Protestant 
Reformation,  was  developed  incidentally  by  Paul  in  his  Epis- 
tle to  the  Galatians,  and  was  worked  out  with  masterful 
beauty  in  his  Epistle  to  the  Romans  (see  especially  chap- 
ters 1-8). 

Paul  did  not  formulate  this  doctrine  while  sitting  in  an 
easy  chair  one  sunny  afternoon.  It  came  out  of  his  personal 
experience,  and  bears  the  impress  of  his  own  intense  struggles 
as  a  devout.  God-fearing  Jew.  Essentially  his  problem  was 
how  he  could  find  peace  or  acceptance  before  God,  how  he 
could  have  the  right  inward  relation  to  God.  The  rabbis  of 
that  day  supposed  that  man's  nature  is  made  up  of  two  tend- 
encies, the  "good  impulse"  and  the  "evil  impulse."  Moreover, 

8  The  Christian  belief  in  life  beyond  the  grave  is  expressed  in  the  category 
of  the  resurrection  of  the  (spiritual)  body,  as  in  the  Apostles'  Creed.  For  an 
exposition  of  this,  see  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  Beyond  Tragedy  (Scribner,  1938), 
chap,  15. 
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they  believed  that  these  tendencies  were  in  such  balanced 
equilibrium  that  by  the  study  of  the  law  and  devout  spiritual 
effort  one  could  be  righteous.  Paul  did  not  find  it  so.  As  he 
wrote  in  the  classical  seventh  chapter  of  Romans:  "I  do  not 
do  the  good  I  want,  but  the  evil  I  do  not  want  is  what  I  do.  . . . 
Wretched  man  that  I  am !  Who  will  deliver  me  from  this  body 
of  death?" 

In  this  situation,  Paul  found  that  the  Law — ^that  is,  the 
commandments  of  God  in  the  Pentateuch — only  aggravated 
the  problem.  The  Law,  being  the  expression  of  God's  holy  will 
(Romans  7:7-14),  told  him  what  he  should  be,  and  therefore 
told  him  in  the  same  instant  what  he  was  not.  For  instance, 
the  very  fact  that  God  must  command  men  to  love  him,  so  that 
love  takes  the  form  of  law,  implies  that  men  as  a  matter  of 
fact  do  not  love  God  spontaneously  and  with  their  whole 
hearts.  God's  "ought-to-be"  presupposes  man's  "refusal- 
to-be."  Thus  the  Law  not  only  represents  the  perfect  will  of 
God;  it  also  teaches  men  the  meaning  of  sin  (Romans  3:20; 
7:7)  and  the  impossibility  of  lifting  one's  self  by  his  own 
bootstraps  up  to  the  level  of  God's  righteousness.  This  is  no 
less  true,  says  Paul,  if  one  approaches  the  matter,  not  from 
the  standpoint  of  Jewish  law,  but  from  the  moral  law  ("con- 
science") of  the  Gentiles  (Romans  2:14-16). 

Tlie  transition  from  the  seventh  to  the  eighth  chapter  of 
Romans  is  one  of  the  most  remarkable  in  Scripture.  As  though 
moving  from  the  narrow  walls  of  a  prison  cell  into  the  open 
sunlight,  Paul  exclaims: 

There  is  therefore  now  no  condemnation  to  them  which  are  in  Christ 
Jesus  [that  is,  in  his  "Body" — ^the  Church] .  For  the  law  of  the  Spirit 
of  life  in  Christ  Jesus  has  set  me  free  from  the  law  of  sin  and  death. 

The  good  news  which  Paul  proclaims  is  that  of  God's  grace, 
the  free  offer  of  his  love  to  men  despite  their  persistent  sin- 
fulness. The  word  "justification"  is  almost  equivalent  to  the 
word  "forgiveness."  Paul's  teaching  is  that  men  can  do  abso- 
lutely nothing  to  win  God's  approval  or  to  merit  his  love; 
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therefore  they  have  no  grounds  for  boasting  of  their  attain- 
ments (Philippians  3:4-11).  Yet,  miraculously,  what  is  im- 
possible with  man  has  been  accomplished  by  God  himself  in 
the  Cross  and  declared  unto  all  men  in  the  Resurrection.  Thus 
Paul,  like  Luther  later,  discovered  that  the  "righteousness"  of 
God  is  not  just  a  legal  standard  demanding  perfection.  God's 
righteousness  is  the  outgoing  of  his  mercy  and  salvation. 

It  is  worth  noticing,  in  passing,  that  Paul's  emphasis  upon 
God's  freely  given  grace  is  paralleled  in  many  of  Jesus' 
parables,  just  as  "the  bondage  of  the  Law"  is  paralleled  in 
Jesus'  condemnation  of  the  legalism  of  the  Pharisees.  As  an 
example,  we  may  cite  the  parable  of  the  Workers  in  the 
Vineyard  (Matthew  20:1-16)  which  ends  on  the  strange  note 
that  all  the  laborers  received  the  same  compensation  whether 
they  had  worked  all  day  or  had  started  just  before  quitting 
time.  The  teaching  is  this:  from  the  legalistic  standpoint  it 
seems  highly  arbitrary  for  all  men  to  receive  the  same  wages ; 
some  men  surely  deserve  more  consideration!  Yet  God  is  no 
bookkeeper.  His  forgiveness  is  bestowed  upon  all  men  alike, 
because  all  men — despite  their  legalistic  pretensions — stand 
in  need  of  God's  mercy.  Such  parables  should  warn  us  against 
drawing  a  sharp  cleavage  between  Jesus  and  Paul. 

We  come  now  to  the  question  of  the  place  of  "good  works" — 
that  is,  ethical  obligation — in  the  Christian  life.  In  all  of  his 
letters,  Paul  makes  it  clear  that  freedom  from  the  Law  does 
not  mean  license  to  do  what  one  pleases.  Actually,  sharing 
in  the  victory  of  Christ's  resurrection  provides  the  strongest 
motivation  for  performing  the  things  which  are  pleasing  in 
God's  sight.  "If  then  you  have  been  raised  with  Christ,  seek 

the  things  that  are  above "  (see  Colossians  3:1-17).  The 

connection  bet^veen  the  "doctrinal"  and  "ethical"  sections  of 
Paul's  epistles  is  not  a  disjointed  one;  on  the  contrary,  the 
proclamation  of  what  God  has  done  in  Christ  provides  the 
dynamic  for  social  obligation,  as,  for  instance,  in  the  Epistle 
to  the  Romans  where  the  elaboration  of  the  theme  of  the 
Gospel  in  chapters  1-11  sweeps  to  a  climax  in  12:1  with  the 
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pivotal  word  "therefore" — the  word  which  introduces  the 
ethical  discussion  of  the  following  chapters  (see  also  Ephe- 
sians  4:1).  God's  victory  over  sin  does  not  free  men  from 
the  requirements  of  the  Law  of  the  Kingdom;  it  merely  frees 
them  from  the  anxious  belief  that  their  status  before  God  is 
dependent  upon  the  perfect  keeping  of  his  law.  God's  forgive- 
ness does  not  mean  that  we  should  "continue  in  sin  that  grace 
abound"  (see  Romans  6:1-14),  any  more  than  at  the  human 
level  the  receiving  of  a  friend's  forgiveness  gives  one  an 
excuse  to  be  meaner  than  ever.  Rather,  God's  gift  of  forgive- 
ness awakens  gratitude  in  the  human  heart,  and  this  gratitude 
makes  obedience  of  God's  will  a  privilege,  not  a  duty.  In  a 
word,  God's  forgiveness  does  not  relieve  the  Christian  from 
ethical  obligation;  it  merely  changes  his  perspective  upon 
Christian  conduct.  Calvin  sums  up  the  matter  beautifully  in 
these  words : 

Those  who  are  bound  by  the  yoke  of  the  Law  are  like  servants  who 
have  certain  tasks  assigned  to  them  daily  by  their  masters.  Such  ser- 
vants think  that  nought  has  been  done  and  they  dare  not  come  into 
the  presence  of  their  masters  until  the  exact  amount  of  labour  has 
been  performed.  But  sons  who  are  treated  in  a  more  candid  and  lib- 
eral manner  by  their  parents  hesitate  not  to  ofifer  their  works  that 
are  only  begun  or  half  finished,  or  even  with  something  faulty  in 
them,  trusting  that  their  obedience  and  readiness  of  mind  will  be 
accepted,  although  the  performance  be  less  exact  than  was  wished.^ 

The  peace  which  the  Christian  knows  is  the  peace  of  God's 
forgiveness,  and  the  liberty  which  he  enjoys  is  freedom  from 
the  bondage  of  moralism  and  self-will. 

The  Sermon  on  the  Mount 

In  this  connection  we  may  properly  discuss  the  place  of  the 
Sermon  on  the  Mount  in  the  Christian  life.  Those  who  say 
that  their  religion  is  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  not  only  fail  to 
understand  the  character  of  Jesus'  teachings,  but  unknowingly 


9  Institutes  of  the  Christian  Religion,  III,  xix,  5, 
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transform  Christianity  into  the  very  legalism  which  it  once 
opposed.  In  the  previous  chapter  it  was  pointed  out  that  one 
of  Jesus'  reasons  for  making  such  pronouncements  as  are  now 
classified  in  Matthew  5-7  was  to  shatter  the  Pharisaical  con- 
fidence that  one  could  be  "righteous"  before  God.  To  be  sure, 
Jesus  came  not  to  destroy  the  Law,  but  to  fulfill  it.  He  ful- 
filled the  Law,  however,  not  by  presenting  men  with  a  new 
law  code  or  a  blueprint  for  social  action,  but  by  declaring  the 
pure  and  perfect  will  of  God,  unattained  and,  humanly  speak- 
ing, unattainable.  The  Sermon  on  the  Mount  stands  witness  to 
the  fact  that  no  man  can  merit  God's  approval  by  moral  effort. 

We  must  always  remember  that  the  context  of  Jesus'  sayings 
was  the  message  that  God's  Kingdom  was  near  at  hand  and 
that,  by  repentance  and  faith,  men  stood  on  the  very  border- 
line between  the  old  age  and  the  New  Age  which  God  would 
introduce.  Perhaps  this  could  be  illustrated  by  visualizing 
two  circles — one  representing  the  "present  age"  with  its  mag- 
netic attractions  and  the  other  representing  "the  age  to  come" 
with  its  divine  power  and  glory.  These  circles  come  so  close 
together  that  they  touch  and  begin  to  overlap.  The  Christian 
stands  at  the  point  where  they  meet.  Therefore  he  is  under  the 
obligation  of  an  absolute  righteousness.  Jesus  did  not  legis- 
late for  the  old  order  which  was  judged  but  not  yet  ended; 
nor  did  he  attempt  to  clarify  the  Christian's  dual  obligation 
to  Caesar  and  to  God  (Mark  12:13-17).  Above  all,  Jesus' 
demands  were  not  based  upon  a  consideration  of  the  practical 
possibilities  of  the  human  situation.  In  the  Gospels  we  are 
presented  with  the  "absolute  ethics"  of  the  Kingdom.^" 

The  New  Law  of  the  Kingdom  has  several  important  charac- 
teristics. In  the  first  place,  it  is  searchingly  inward  in  its 
demand.  Men  are  condemned  for  anger  even  though  they 
refrain  from  the  outward  act  of  murder,  for  lust  even  though 
adultery  is  not  committed,  for  the  insincerity  which  makes  it 
impossible  for  a  man's  word  to  be  his  bond  (thus  making  an 


10  See  C.  H.  Dodd's  discussion  of  New  Testament  ethics,  op.  cit.,  pp.  79-86. 
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oath  necessary).  God  looks  upon  the  heart.  Therefore,  the 
Christian's  heart  must  be  pure,  sincere,  trustful,  selfless. 
Secondly,  the  New  Law  demands  everything  for  God  without 
any  reservations  or  qualifications.  Judaism  had  measured  out 
God's  will  by  carefully  defining  the  laws  to  be  obeyed  and 
had  even  found  it  possible  for  one  to  go  beyond  his  statutory 
duty.  The  Law  of  the  Kingdom,  however,  is  as  immeasurable 
as  the  sovereignty  of  God.  The  obligation  to  forgive  one 
another,  for  instance,  cannot  be  limited  legally  (Matthew 
18:21-22).  No  man  can  have  the  occasion  for  boasting  before 
God  or  claiming  merit;  at  best  he  can  only  acknowledge  him- 
self to  be  an  unworthy  and  dutiful  servant  (see  Luke  17:7-10) . 
Finally,  Jesus  made  love  central.  This  love  is  no  natural 
sentiment  or  prudential  consideration;  it  is  love  patterned 
after  the  love  of  God.  As  God's  outgoing  love  is  bestowed 
imconditionally  upon  those  who  do  not  deserve  to  be  loved, 
so  likewise  the  Christian  must  love  even  those  who  seem  to  be 
most  loveless — for  instance,  social  outcasts  or  despised 
enemies.  To  use  the  phrase  from  John  Knox,  Jesus  demands 
nothing  less  than  "the  ruthless  repudiation  of  self  as  the 
center  of  one's  world."  This  is  the  "righteousness"  which  must 
"exceed  the  righteousness  of  the  scribes  and  the  Pharisees." 

Therefore,  if  one  says  that  his  religion  is  only  the  Sermon 
on  the  Mount,  he  is  in  a  situation  far  more  desperate  than 
that  described  by  Paul  in  Romans  7.  For  Paul's  discussion 
presupposes  the  Jewish  Law,  not  the  more  radical  require- 
ments of  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount!  It  is  quite  true  that  Jesus 
seriously  meant  that  men  should  be  "perfect"  and  that  the 
New  Law  should  be  the  pattern  of  life  within  the  New  Cove- 
nant. However,  is  it  possible  or  proper  for  any  one  of  us  to 
claim  that  his  inward  life  measures  up  to  Jesus'  radical 
demands?  De  we  really  love  our  neighbors,  to  say  nothing  of 
our  enemies,  with  a  love  which  is  completely  selfless?  Are  our 
motives  for  serving  our  fellow  men,  and  even  for  worshiping 
God,  absolutely  pure  and  sincere?  Can  we  honestly  say  that 
we  face  tomorrow  without  anxiety,  trusting  God's  providence 
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as  naturally  as  the  birds  of  the  air  accept  the  bounties  of 
nature?  Surely  if  our  relationship  with  God  is  contingent 
upon  our  fulfilling  these  inward,  immeasurable,  radical,  and 
absolute  demands,  our  inevitable  question  will  be  that  of  the 
disciples  after  the  sorrowful  Rich  Young  Ruler  had  turned 
away:  Who  then  can  be  saved? 

The  Sermon  on  the  Mount  discloses  the  truth  that  man's 
relationship  with  God  is  not  on  the  basis  of  ethical  or  religious 
attainment.  The  Sermon  on  the  Mount  fulfills  the  Law  by 
destroying  legalism.  Christ  is  the  "end  of  the  Law"  (Romans 
10:4).  As  William  Manson  writes: 

Jesus  was  speaking  to  men  who  thought  they  knew  the  Will  of 
God,  for  had  they  not  the  Law,  and  did  not  the  Law  say,  or  was  it 
not  at  least  understood  to  say  that  "Thou  shalt  love  thy  neighbor, 
and  hate  thine  enemy"?  Over  against  this  obscuration  of  the  truth, 
Jesus  sets  the  Will  of  God  in  all  its  radiance  and  white-winged  purity. 
And  though  the  revelation  of  it  humbles  us  to  the  dust,  exposing  the 
hollowness  of  our  moralism,  reducing  our  complacency  to  shreds 
and  patches,  and  bringing  us  under  a  boundless  sense  of  sin,  this  is 
only  what  we  must  expect  if  we  are  ever  to  know  God.  Only  in  the 
searching  light  of  this  exposure  can  we  know  the  radical  nature  of 
any  truly  religious  experience — penitence,  grace,  the  forgiveness  of 
sins,  hope,  blessedness,  life.^^ 

The  Christian,  however,  reads  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount, 
not  from  the  perspective  of  Romans  7,  but  from  the  perspective 
of  Romans  8.  As  Paul  Minear  says,  he  reads  it  "as  if  he  were 
hearing  the  Messiah  speak  from  his  cross."  That  is  to  say, 
he  reads  it  not  only  in  the  knowledge  of  God's  judgment  which 
calls  to  repentance,  but  in  the  knowledge  of  God's  freely 
offered  forgiveness.  No  longer  is  the  Christian  oppressed  by 
the  burden  of  commands  which  are  beyond  the  reach  of  attain- 
ment; instead,  the  gift  of  God's  love  evokes  a  gratitude  which 
becomes  the  new  motivation  for  obeying  God's  will.  Since 
Christians  are  privileged  to  stand  before  God  as  sons  rather 


^^  Jesus,  the  Messiah,  pp.  130  f. 


THE  POWER  OF  HIS  RESURRECTION  233 

than  slaves,  as  Calvin  said,  they  do  not  hesitate  to  offer  to 
him  half-finished  tasks  or  actions  which  have  some  fault  in 
them.  Therefore,  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  is  not  a  standard 
of  perfection  which  drives  the  Christian  to  despair  (for  "there 
is  now  no  condemnation  to  them  that  are  in  Christ"),  but  is  a 
compass  which  gives  direction  to  his  action  as,  impelled  by 
the  stimulus  of  Christ,  he  seeks  to  improve  and  transform 
society.  ^^ 

Christian  ethics,  then,  are  essentially  "resurrection  ethics," 
since  they  derive  their  motive  and  pattern  from  the  love  of 
God  manifested  in  Christ.  Christian  action  is  not  motivated 
by  mere  humanitarian  concern  or  social  idealism ;  rather,  it  is 
impelled  by  the  grateful  awareness  of  what  God  has  done  for 
men  in  Christ.  This  is  stated  magnificently  in  a  passage  of 
I  John: 

In  this  is  love,  not  that  we  loved  God  but  that  he  loved  us  and  sent 
his  Son  to  be  the  expiation  for  our  sins.  Beloved,  if  God  so  loved  us^ 
we  also  ought  to  love  one  another.^^ 

Thus  the  "power  of  his  Resurrection"  supplies  the  dynamic 
for  aggressively  facing  the  tribulations  and  problems  of  this 
world  (see  Philippians  3:10-12). 

Strangers  in  This  World 

According  to  the  New  Testament,  the  Christian  is  a  kind 
of  "amphibious"  creature:  he  lives  in  two  orders.  He  is  a 
citizen  of  the  present  age,  and  at  the  same  time  is  brought 
under  the  dominion  of  Christ's  Kingdom.  As  Paul  put  it 
somewhat  paradoxically,  he  lives  "in  the  flesh"  (human 
nature)  and  also  "in  the  Spirit"  (the  new  dimension  intro- 
duced by  Christ) .  Awareness  of  this  dual  citizenship  led  early 


12  For  further  treatment  of  the  point  that  "the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  and  the 
Epistle  to  the  Romans  belong  together"  see  A.  M.  Hunter,  The  Message  of  the 
New  Testament,  chap.  8. 

13  See  I  John  4:7-21;  John  13:34-35;  Ephesians  4:32;  Luke  6:36;  etc. 
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Christians  to  say  that  they  were  "strangers"  in  the  present 
historical  era  (I  Peter  1:1). 

Ever  since  the  New  Testament  period  Christianity  has  had 
to  steer  between  two  dangers.  On  the  one  hand,  Christians 
have  been  tempted  to  detach  themselves  from  the  evils  and 
problems  of  this  world  on  the  assumption  that  Christ's  King- 
dom is  not  of  this  world.  On  the  other  hand,  they  have  been 
tempted  to  make  a  too  easy  identification  of  the  Kingdom 
with  something  in  this  world — either  the  Church,  as  in  Roman 
Catholicism,  or  the  ideal  human  society,  as  in  liberal  Prot- 
estantism of  the  past.  However,  the  message  of  the  New  Testa- 
ment basically  is  this:  the  Kingdom  is  not  of  this  world,  yet 
it  has  been  made  manifest  in  this  world  through  the  life,  death, 
and  resurrection  of  Christ.  Although  God's  Kingdom  is  a 
higher  order  than  any  political  reality  or  human  ideal  of  the 
present  age,  it  has  touched  and  penetrated  the  kingdoms  of 
this  world — ^not  as  a  tangent  touches  a  circle  but  as  a  vertical 
line  intersects  a  horizontal  plane.  The  task  of  the  Church  is  to 
bear  witness  to  this  "vertical  dimension"  of  history  and,  in 
so  doing,  to  seek  to  leaven  and  redeem  society  in  the  name  of 
Christ.  This  point  has  been  made  forcefully  by  Gilbert  Baker 
in  an  article  in  which  he  deals  with  the  problem  of  making  the 
Christian  witness  under  the  Chinese  Communist  regime.  Point- 
ing out  that  Christianity  is  not  to  be  identified  with  any  politi- 
cal system,  though  its  witness  is  made  easier  under  some  than 
others,  he  says: 

The  Christian  is  perhaps  like  a  sea  bird  following  a  ship  in  its 
plodding  way,  resting  on  the  ship  too.  But  the  bird  lives  in  another 
dimension,  it  makes  rings  around  the  ship,  it  can  see  better  than  the 
captain  which  way  the  ship  is  going,  and  yet  it  is  the  captain  that 
has  to  steer  the  ship,  not  the  bird.  Yet  there  is  something  hopeful 
about  the  bird,  for  when  he  sees  it,  the  captain  knows  that  he  is  going 
in  the  right  direction,  and  it  may  give  him  hope.^* 


1*  "The    Christian    Church   under   non-Christian   Rulers,"    Theology   Today, 
April,  1950,  pp.  93  f. 
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The  Christian,  then,  in  his  actions  and  thinking  bears  wit- 
ness to  the  heavenly  order,  Christ's  Kingdom.  He  lives  in  the 
world  yet  is  not  of  the  world,  for  the  compass  of  the  Kingdom 
gives  him  his  sense  of  direction.  His  citizenship  is  in  heaven, 
though  at  the  same  time  he  seeks  to  transform  the  kingdoms 
of  this  world.  Toynbee  has  pointed  out  with  Christian  discern- 
ment that  this  attitude  toward  society  is  not  one  of  "detach- 
ment" but  one  of  "transfiguration,"  involving  a  rhythm  of 
"withdrawal  and  return,"  worship  and  action,  faith  and  works. 
Having  such  a  perspective,  the  Christian  will  not  be  resigned 
fatalistically  to  the  collapse  of  Western  Civilization;  if,  how- 
ever, the  "City  of  Destruction"  does  fall,  he  knows  himself  to 
be  a  member  of  the  ecumenical  or  "catholic"  fellowship  of 
Christ's  Invisible  Body  in  which,  as  at  the  time  of  the  fall  of  ) 
the  Roman  Empire,  the  values  of  civilization  providentially 
may  be  preserved.  As  Augustine  wrote  in  his  City  of  God — a 
work  which  was  composed  three  years  after  the  fall  of  Rome, 
the  "Eternal  City" — ^history  is  the  scene  in  which  two  "cit- 
ies" are  mixed  together:  the  City  of  God  and  the  City  of  Man,  . 
the  heavenly  order  and  the  secular  order.  In  the  power  of  ( 
Christ's  resurrection  the  Christian  stands  at  the  borderline  of 
these  two  orders,  straddling  both.  He  is  a  "stranger"  in  this 
world  because  his  action,  his  conscience,  and  his  outlook  to- 
ward the  future  are  governed  by  the  fact  that,  so  to  speak,  he 
has  "one  foot  in  heaven."  ^^ 


15  See  further  John  Bennett,  Christianity  and  Communism  (Association  Press, 
1945),  especially  chap.  4. 
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The  Beginning  and  the  End 


N  THE  PREVIOUS  CHAPTERS  wc  have  foUowed  the  movement 
of  the  biblical  drama  from  the  Exodus  to  the  appearance  of 
Christ  and  the  emergence  of  the  Christian  Church.  In  review 
we  may  observe  that  this  is  actually  a  three-act  drama,  the 
cast  of  which  is  God  and  Israel,  and  the  plot  of  which  is  the 
divine  Actor's  entrance  into  history  for  the  purpose  of  reshap- 
ing human  life.  Act  I  carries  us  back  to  the  Mosaic  period 
when  God  called  Israel  and  began  to  lead  her  into  a  deepening 
understanding  of  the  Covenant.  During  most  of  this  Act  the 
covenanted  people  understands  itself  as  a  nation.  As  the  cur- 
tain falls  we  see  the  Babylonian  army  executing  the  judgment 
of  God  upon  the  rebellious  house  of  Israel.  Act  II  opens  in 
the  gloom  of  the  Babylonian  exile  where  the  prophets,  Ezekiel 
and  Second  Isaiah,  give  assurance  that  God  has  not  forgotten 
Israel.  The  scene  then  shifts  to  Palestine.  During  the  remain- 
der of  this  Act  the  covenanted  people  understands  itself  as  a 
holy  Jewish  community.  The  curtain  falls  on  a  scene  in  which 
these  people — forgetful  of  the  Servant's  world  mission — are 
barricading  themselves  within  the  walls  of  legalistic  Judaism. 
Act  III  begins  with  the  appearance  of  John  the  Baptist,  who 
summons  complacent  and  self-righteous  Jews  to  repentance 
and  announces  the  coming  of  God's  long  awaited  Messiah. 
The  denouement  of  the  drama  comes  in  that  moment  when 
God  asserts  his  sovereignty  over  history  by  raising  Jesus  from 
the  dead.  Empowered  by  this  "mighty  act"  of  God,  disciples 
explode  the  gospel  message  which  eventually  was  to  be  heard 
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around  the  world.  In  this  Act  the  covenanted  people  under- 
stands itself  as  a  community  of  faith  which  has  no  other  bound- 
aries than  commitment  to  the  Lordship  of  Jesus  Christ  (Co- 
lossians  3:11). 

It  lies  beyond  the  scope  of  this  book  to  trace  the  history 
of  the  ongoing  Christian  Church:  the  initial  problems  it  faced 
as  it  burst  the  framework  of  Judaism,  the  expansion  of  the 
movement  in  ever  widening  circles  through  the  missionary 
travels  of  men  like  Paul,  the  attempt  to  consolidate  its  position 
during  the  later  years  of  the  first  century,  and  the  ever  renew- 
ing vitality  which  sustained  it  through  the  long  persecutions 
which  ceased  only  when  Christianity  was  finally  declared  the 
official  religion  of  the  Roman  Empire.  In  this  final  chapter  we 
shall  consider  the  fact  that  the  three-act  drama,  which  Chris- 
tians call  The  History  of  God's  Redemptive  Acts,  has  a  pro- 
logue and  an  epilogue.  The  prologue  begins  with  an  account 
of  the  creation  of  the  world  and  the  "fall"  of  man;  the  epi- 
logue gives  an  imaginative  description  of  the  Last  Judgment 
and  the  New  Creation.  Thus  the  whole  drama  is  set  within 
a  vast  and  baffling  time-span.  The  biblical  pageant  moves  from 
the  beginning  of  history  to  the  end  of  history,  from  Creation 
to  Consummation,  from  the  book  of  Genesis  to  the  Revelation 
of  St.  John. 

Unaccustomed  as  we  are  to  thinking  in  these  terms,  the 
biblical  stories  of  the  beginning  and  the  end  present  many 
difficulties,  and  in  particular  raise  the  question  as  to  the  rela- 
tion between  science  and  the  Christian  faith.  Generally  speak- 
ing. Christians  have  taken  one  of  two  attitudes  toward  these 
stories.  Literalists  have  insisted  that  the  accounts — supposedly 
dictated  by  God — are  as  factually  accurate  as  the  most  relia- 
ble modern  journal  of  science.  This  prevalent  attitude  toward 
Scripture  is  illustrated  by  the  case  of  the  North  Carolina  fun- 
damentalist who  recently  caused  an  international  stir  by  ven- 
turing beyond  the  Iron  Curtain  to  look  for  the  remains  of 
Noah's  Ark.  On  the  other  hand,  modernists  have  argued  that 
Christianity  is  in  no  way  bound  up  with  the  prescientific  "mud- 
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pie"  theory  of  creation  or  with  the  early  Christian  illusion 
that  Jesus  would  come  again  on  the  clouds  of  heaven.  These 
stories,  they  argue,  must  be  surrendered  by  the  Christian  who 
is  willing  to  take  seriously  the  conclusions  of  modern  science. 

It  is  rather  striking  that  in  this  argument  both  sides  have 
displayed  the  scientific  mentality  of  our  age.  This  is  true  not 
only  of  liberal  Christians  who,  by  means  of  science,  have  pre- 
sented an  intellectually  "purified"  Christianity;  it  is  also  true 
of  fundamentalists  who  have  maneuvered  themselves  into  the 
position  of  trying  to  defend  the  authority  of  Scripture  by  har- 
monizing it  with  modem  science.^  Many  people  have  the  idea 
that  if  science  can  prove  Christianity  to  be  true,  it  must  be 
true — which  of  course  shows  where  modern  man's  faith  really 
liesX  Undoubtedly  this  is  the  explanation  of  the  phenomenal 
popularity  of  the  book  by  Immanuel  Velikovsky,  Worlds  in 
Collision,  a  book  which,  in  the  estimate  of  competent  review- 
ers, should  be  catalogued  with  the  fantasies  of  H.  G.  Wells. 

Both  sides  bear  witness  to  the  modern  climate  of  scientific 
thinking  in  their  common  assumption  that  the  biblical  stories 
were  intended  to  be  factually  accurate  descriptions  of  the  uni- 
verse, thus  presenting  us  with  either  reliable  science  or  naive 
pre-science.  For  instance,  fundamentalists  believe  that  the 
miraculous  creation  of  Adam  out  of  the  dust  was  a  fact,  as  unas- 
sailable as  the  fact  that  water  is  wet.  The  opposition  has  main- 
tained, however,  that  what  was  once  thought  to  be  a  fact  is 
no  longer  tenable  as  good  science.  In  the  following  pages  we 
shall  attempt  to  shift  the  discussion  to  more  biblical  ground, 
and  to  do  justice  to  the  idiom  of  the  Bible.  If  we  suppose  that 
the  stories  of  Genesis  pretend  to  give  accurate  information 
about  nature,  we  read  into  the  Bible  a  scientific  concern  which 
is  alien  to  it.  The  truth  of  the  stories  of  the  beginning  and  the 
end  lies  not  in  their  scientific  or  factual  accuracy,  but  in  the 
realm  of  the  biblical  framework  of  historical  interpretation  to 
which  they  are  integrally  related. 

1  See  Harry  F.  Rimmer,  The  Harmony  of  Science  and  Scripture  (Eerdmans 
Publishing  Co.,  Grand  Rapids,  1945). 
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Myth  and  History 

Let  us  pave  the  way  for  a  consideration  of  these  stories  by 
giving  attention  to  three  general  observations.  In  the  first  place, 
the  Bible  is  concerned  with  beginning  and  end  because  of  its  ? 
unique  interpretation  of  history.  We  have  said  repeatedly  that  > 
the  biblical  view  of  history  is  purposive.  The  very  idea  of  pur- 
pose, however,  implies  both  the  initiation  of  purpose  (a  begin- 
ning) and  the  attainment  of  purpose  (an  end).  Purposive  his- 
tory moves  forward  in  the  direction  of  the  realization  of  a 
goal.  Instead  of  the  endless  circles  of  nature,  there  is  the 
straight  line  of  history,  bracketed  by  a  beginning  and  an  end. 
Therefore,  the  Bible  deals  with  the  "first  things,"  that  is, 
God's  initiation  of  the  drama  of  human  history;  likewise  it 
deals  with  the  "last  things,"  that  is,  the  conclusion  of  the  his- 
torical drama  in  the  purpose  of  God.  Beginning  and  end  are 
the  terminal  points  of  an  interpretation  of  history  which  meas- 
ures time  according  to  the  realization  of  God's  purpose.^ 

In  view  of  this,  itjs  wrong  to  suppose  that  the  biblical  writers 
were  primitive  scientists  who  speculated  on  the  origin  and 
dissolution  of  nature.  When  the  Bible  speaks  of  the  beginning, 
it  is  not  presenting  an  account  of  the  evolution  of  nature  which 
competes  with  the  conclusions  of  modern  astrophysics,  geology, 
or  biology.  Likewise,  when  the  Bible  speaks  of  the  end  it  is  ^ 
not  presenting  a  description  of  the  dissolution  of  the  universe 
as  we  might  speak  of  this  in  terms  of  the  second  law  of  ther-^ 
modynamics.  These  scientific  questions  are  outside  the  Bible's 
range  of  primary  concern.  The  very  fact  that  Genesis  dove- 
tails two  accounts  of  creation  which  differ  strikingly  on  the 
details  concerning  nature  suggests  that  the  priestly  editors  of 
the  Pentateuch  were  interested  in  the  religious  meaning  of  the 
stories,  not  in  a  scientific  and  consistent  accoimt  of  the  way 
nature  evolved/ 

2  See  pages  170-174. 

3  Observe  also  that  in  Genesis  1  the  P  -writer  articulates  his  story  into  six 
creative  days,  not  for  a  scientific  reason,  but  for  a  religious  one,  namely,  to 


240  REDISCOVERING  THE  BIBLE 

The  Bible,  then,  affirms  that  the  historical  drama  has  mean- 
ing because  it  is  embraced  within  the  time-span  of  God's  re- 
demptive purpose.  To  say  that  God  is  Creator  is  to  assert,  first 
of  all,  that  history  has  its  source  in  him  who  gives  it  a  begin- 
ning and  a  direction;  and  to  assert  that  God  is  the  Final  Judge 
is  to  declare  that  history  points  forward  to  a  goal  which  is  as- 
signed by  him  who  is  "the  beginning  and  the  end."  In  other 
words,  the  historical  drama,  both  at  the  beginning  and  the 
end,  is  bounded  by  and  a  part  of  the  incomprehensible  mys- 
tery of  God's  eternity,  God's  Time.*  Clearly  we  are  dealing  here 
with  an  interpretation  of  history  which  lies  beyond  the  scope 
of  science.  It  must  be  admitted,  of  course,  that  this  has  impli- 
cations with  respect  to  the  assumptions  that  the  scientist  makes 
about  nature.  The  idea  of  the  world  existing  in  infinite  time,  a 
view  which  is  often  presupposed  by  scientists,  is  alien  to  the 
Bible.  According  to  the  Bible,  nature  is  finite,  God  is  infinite; 
the  world  is  created,  God  is  Lord  over  his  creation.^ 
>  Secondly,  these  stories  not  only  place  history  within  God's 
time-span,  but  they  emphasize  that  the  whole  creation  is  in-;^ 
eluded  within  God's  redemptive  purpose.  It  is  noteworthy  that 
the  stories  of  the  beginning  and  the  end  have  a  universal  range 
of  interest;  they  concern  all  mankind  and  not  Israel  nar- 
rowly. Of  course,  this  is  dependent  upon  another  biblical  truth 
which  we  discussed  in  a  previous  chapter,  that  is,  "the  scandal 
of  particularity,"  God's  special  revelation  to  a  chosen  People 
and  finally  in  a  single  Person  (see  chapter  2).  Therefore,  in 
the  strict  sense  the  Bible  "puts  the  cart  before  the  horse"  by 
starting  with  the  creation  story,  for  Genesis  would  not  have 
been  written  had  it  not  been  for  the  prophetic  interpretation 

show  the  sanctity  of  the  Jewish  sabbath.  On  the  seventh  day  God  "rested";  the 
Hebrew  verb  shabath  is  the  basis  of  the  word  "Sabbath,"  the  day  of  rest.  Thus 
at  the  very  beginning,  says  the  writer,  God  ordained  this  institution  of  Israel's 
historical  life. 

*  See  the  important  book  by  Oscar  CuUmann,  Christ  and  Time  (Westminster, 
1950),  where  this  point  is  developed. 

^  It  is  interesting  to  observe  that  modem  scientists  are  beginning  to  question 
the  notion  of  the  universe  existing  in  infinite  time.  See  The  History  of  Nature 
(University  of  Chicago,  1949)  by  C.  F.  von  Weizsacker — especially  chap.  6. 
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of  Israel's  history.  That  is  why,  incidentally,  in  this  book 
we  began  not  with  Adam  but  with  the  stories  concerning  the 
Call  of  Israel;  and  that  is  why,  furthermore,  we  have  post- 
poned our  consideration  of  the  beginning  and  the  end  until 
after  the  treatment  of  the  New  Testament  revelation.  For  it 
was  in  that  unique  series  of  events,  beginning  with  the  Exodus 
and  culminating  in  the  coming  of  Christ,  that  men  of  faith 
discerned  the  redemptive  activity  of  God.  Nevertheless,  there 
was  throughout  the  biblical  period  an  increasing  realization 
that  God's  special  revelation  to  Israel  not  only  illumined  the 
meaning  of  Israel's  history  in  particular  but  also  exposed  the 
meaning  of  all  human  history  in  general,  and  that  God's  elec- 
tion of  Israel  was  for  the  universal  blessing  and  redemption 
of  all  mankind.  So  the  stories  of  Genesis  1-11  indicate  that  the 
God  of  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Jacob  is  the  God  of  all  nations; 
the  whole  human  drama  had  its  beginning  in  the  creative 
Word  of  God.  And  likewise  the  book  of  the  Revelation  indi- 
cates that  Christ  is  actually  King  over  all  peoples;  the  whole 
historical  drama  ultimately  will  be  summed  up  in  the  divine 
purpose.  Thus  God's  special  revelation  to  Israel  and  in  Christ 
discloses  the  fundamental  unity  of  "world  history."  ° 

Finally,  the^  Bible  speaks  of  the  eternal  boundaries  of  the 
human  drama  in  the  language  of  myth.  To  many  people, 
unfortunately,  the  word  "myth"  stands  for  what  is  purely  fic- 
titious and  unreal — a  kind  of  religious  fairy  tale.  This  dis- 
missal of  myth  and  other  types  of  religious  symbolism  usually  v 
rests  upon  the  belief  that  the  meaning  of  life  can  be  defined 
by  reason  and  that  truth  can  be  measured  by  the  scientific 
method.  Yet  most  of  us  realize  that  there  are  areas  in  which  \ 
the  most  important  truths  have  an  immeasurable  quality,  as 
in  the  case  of  falling  in  love,  and  that  we  must  turn  to  poetry, 
song,  and  art  for  the  expression  of  life's  deepest  experiences. 


6  Cullmann  (op.  cit.,  p.  178)  diagrams  the  biblical  drama  as  beginning  with 
a  universal  range,  narrowing  increasingly  to  a  small  focus,  and  then  broadening 
out  again  to  a  universal  scope:  "Creation — mankind — Israel — the  Remnant — the 
One — the  apostles — the  Church — mankind — the  new  creation." 
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JLife  has  a  "fourth  dimension"  which  cannot  be  flattened  out^ 
upon  the  canvas  of  the  sense-bound  world  with  which  reason^ 
deals.  Wordsworth's  "Peter  Bell"  typifies  the  pathetic  blind- 
ness of  the  prosaic  mind: 

A  primrose  by  a  river's  brim 
A  yellow  primrose  was  to  him, 
And  it  was  nothing  more. 

To  the  poetic  eye,  however,  a  "flower  in  the  crannied  wall" 
is  "something  more"  than  a  flower.  Thus  the  poet  communi- 
cates life's  deeper  dimension  by  transforming  the  things  of  the 
everyday  world  into  the  language  of  symbol  and  imagination. 
So  also  the  biblical  writers  use  myth  and  symbol  to  commimi-^ 
cate  the  faith  that  human  history,  which  is  the  theater  of  God's 
purposive  activity,  reaches  backward  and  forward  into  the_^ 
endless  Time  of  God.  A  myth  may  be  defined  as  a  kind  of 
parable  or  word-picture  which  uses  the  language  of  time  and 
space  pictorially  to  give  expression  to  history's  "fourth  di- 
mension." Just  as  the  truth  of  a  poem  is  in  no  way  identified^ 
with  the  literal  accuracy  of  its  figures  of  speech,  so  the  truth 
of  myth  lies  not  in  the  correctness  of  the  details  but  in  the  his^ 
torical  truth  which  is  expressed.^ 

The  dictionary  defines  a  myth  as  a  story  dealing  with  the 
actions  of  the  gods,  in  contrast  to  a  legend  which  deals  with 
the  actions  of  men.  This  is  a  helpful  distinction,  if  for  no 
other  reason  that  it  puts  the  accent  upon  divine  action.  We 
know  that  many  myths  circulated  in  the  ancient  world  and 
that  this  mythology  profoundly  influenced  the  biblical  tradi- 
tion. The  biblical  writers  borrowed  freely  from  the  common 
fund  of  mythology,  though  purging  the  myths  of  their  polythe- 
ism and  other  crude  features.^  It  is  important  to  notice,  how- 

"^  Discussions  of  biblical  myths  are  given  by  Alan  Richardson,  Preface  to 
Bible  Studies,  chap.  7;  C.  H.  Dodd,  The  Bible  Today,  pp.  112-119;  Reinhold 
Niebuhr,  Beyond  Tragedy,  pp.  3-24. 

^  According  to  Babylonian  mythology,  Marduk  slew  the  watery  monster  of 
chaos,  Tiamat,  and  made  the  earth  and  firmament  by  splitting  the  goddess' 
body  in  half.  Reminiscences  of  this  myth  are  scattered  throughout  the  Bible; 
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ever,  that  in  biblical  usage  the  stories  of  divine  action  became 
unique  for  the  reason  that  they  were  incorporated  into,  and 
received  their  meaning  from,  the  biblical  interpretation  of  his- 
tory. In  other  words,  biblical  myths  are,  without  exception, 
myths  of  history.^  To  be  sure,  the  details  of  the  myths  reflect 
the  archaic  views  of  the  ancient  world ;  indeed,  they  are  absurd 
if  we  literalize  them.^ut  when  read  in  the  framework  of  the 
biblical  view  of  history,  these  myths  set  forth  a  conviction 
which  is  basic  to  the  Christian  faith:  God's  action  inaugurates 
the  historical  drama,  and  God's  action  brings  it  to  completion. 
Those  who  want  to  purge  the  Bible  of  myth  and  other  "an- 
thropomorphic" features  usually  offer  a  conception  of  God 
which  is  nonhistorical  and  impersonal.  So  today  in  some  cir- 
cles we  hear  that  God  is  "the  ideal  realizing  capacity  of  the 
universe,"  "the  principle  of  concretion,"  and  so  on.  These 
intellectual  abstractions  are  completely  alien  to  the  Bible. 
The  God  of  the  Bible  is  not  an  immanent  force  in  nature; 
nor  is  he  "the  best  in  human  nature."  He  is  the  holy  and  trans- 
cendent God  who  enters  into  personal  relationship  with  men 
in  history.  It  is  obviously  deceptive  to  speak  of  God  walking_ 
in  a  garden  in  the  cool  of  the  day  and  looking  for  Adam,  for_ 
God  himself  is  invisible  and  men  are  permitted  to  know  him    ^ 
only  through  his  actions.  But  how  could  the  truth  be  symbol 
ized  more  vividly  that  man  is  addressed  by  God,  that  he  js 
responsible  to  his  Word,  and  that  he  is  lonely  and  lost  out^ 
side  a  personal  relationship  with  his  Creator?  The  meaning    . 
of  this  word  picture  will  be  appreciated,  not  by  the  carping 
critic  or  the  prosaic  literalist,  but  by  the  man  of  faith  for 


for  instance,  in  Genesis  1  the  Hebrew  word  "deep"  (Tehom)  is  cognate  with 
Tiamat;  and,  moreover,  God  is  described  as  separating  "the  waters  which  were 
under  the  firmament  from  the  waters  which  were  above  the  firmament."  In 
Genesis,  however,  the  crudity  and  polytheism  of  the  Babylonian  myth  are  no 
longer  evident,  even  though  the  same  general  cosmology  is  presupposed.  Notice 
that,  in  contrast  to  the  Babylonian  version,  nature  is  not  regarded  as  being 
divine;  God  stands  over  against  nature  in  holiness. 

9  Thus  we  must  distinguish  between  biblical  myth  and  the  myths  of  Plato 
in  which  timeless,  that  is,  nonhistorical  truth,  is  symbolized. 


c^ 
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whom  such  a  personal  encounter  with  God  is  the  deepest 
meaning  of  his  life. 

The  Myths  of  the  Beginning 

In  a  real  sense  analysis  destroys  a  myth,  just  as  the  beauty 
of  a  poem  or  a  symphony  vanishes  when  it  is  dissected  into 
its  component  parts.  A  myth  must  be  viewed  in  its  totality, 
every  detail  of  language  and  every  development  of  the  story  ^ 
blending  into  a  poetic  whole^  This  is  true,  for  instance,  in  the 
Priestly  story  of  creation  (Genesis  1:1 — 2:4a),  which  should 
really  be  read  aloud  in  order  that  its  majestic  cadences  of 
speech  and  dramatic  climax  may  be  appreciated  fully.  It  is 
also  true  in  the  more  picturesque  J  narrative  which  constitutes 
such  a  closely  knit  unity  that,  both  on  literary  and  theological 
grounds,  it  is  wrong  to  separate  the  Creation  (2:4b-25)  from 
the  Fall  (3:1-24).  Nevertheless,  in  the  following  pages  we 
shall  focus  attention  on  certain  facets  of  each  myth,  though 
recognizing  the  inadequacy  of  any  attempt  to  state  the  mean- 
ing of  the  story  in  propositional  form. 

Scholars  often  speak  of  the  period  covered  by  Genesis  1-11 
as  "prehistory,"  a  term  which  may  be  misleading  if  it  sug- 
gests that  the  stories  deal  with  something  that  happened  before 
the  "dawn  of  history."  Actually  these  stories  are  prehistorical 
in  the  sense  that  they  describe  in  mythical  terms  the  character 
of  all  history.  Just  as  we  could  not  think  without  certain  basic 
presuppositions,  so  there  could  be  no  history  without  the  basic 
realities  symbolized  in  myth.  The  Adam  story,  for  instance, 
is  an  artistic  portrait  of  man  in  any  and  every  historical 
situation  when  his  life  is  seen  in  relation  to  God.  Indeed,  the 
word  "Adam"  is  really  not  a  proper  name  in  Hebrew,  but 
merely  a  word  meaning  "mankind"  or  "man"  in  a  generic 
sense.  Likewise,  the  word  "Eve"  is  the  Hebrew  word  for  "life!!^ 
or  "living."  This  in  itself  should  warn  us  against  treating  these 
stories  as  a  factual  account  of  something  that  happened  once 
upon  a  time.  / 
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The  Creation  of  Man 

Rather  than  lingering  over  the  question  of  the  relation  be- 
tween the  P  and  J  accounts  of  the  Creation,  let  us  confine  our 
attention  to  one  point  of  paramount  concern:  the  relation  of 
man  to  nature.  The  first  chapter  of  Genesis  reaches  a  climax 
in  these  words: 

And  God  said,  Let  us  make  man  in  our  image,  after  our  likeness: 
and  let  them  have  dominion  over  the  fish  of  the  sea,  and  over  the 
fowl  of  the  air,  and  over  the  cattle  and  over  all  the  earth,  and  over 
every  creeping  thing  that  creepeth  upon  the  earth.  So  God  created 
man  in  his  own  image,  in  the  image  of  God  created  he  them. 

What  does  it  mean  to  say  that  man  is  made  in  the  "image" 
of  God?  Plainly  this  is  no  physical  likeness,  for  the  priestly 
writer  takes  pains  to  stress  the  holiness  and  transcendence  of 
God.  The  image  of  God  is  man's  God-given  freedom,  that  is, 
his  ability  to  impose  his  will  upon  nature  and  to  face  the 
historical  question  as  to  the  meaning  of  his  life  on  this  earth. 
As  God  transcends  his  creation,  so  man  in  a  lesser,  though 
comparable,  sense  transcends  the  order  of  nature.  Though 
man's  life  is  in  nature,  he  himself  stands  above  nature,  for  he 
has  the  freedom  to  acknowledge  the  claim  of  the  Creator  upon 
him  and,  within  that  relationship,  to  exercise  dominion  over 
the  earth.  Man  is  a  person  because  he  stands  in  a  personal  re- 
lation with  God.  This  is  man's  uniqueness  and  dignity.  This 
is  the  crowning  glory  of  God's  creation  (see  Psalm  8). 

The  J  story  states  the  same  truth  in  more  naive  language.  We 
are  told  that  man,  like  the  animals,  is  made  out  of  dust  and 
returns  to  dust.  The  evolutionary  hypothesis  could  not  give 
more  forceful  expression  to  the  indisputable  fact  that  man 
stands  within  the  animal  kingdom.  Man's  life  is  a  part  of  the 
decay  and  death,  the  flux  and  impermanence  which  is  the 
law  of  nature.  But  the  J  story  discloses  that  man  is  more  than^ 
a  natural  creature,  for — unlike  the  animals — into  him  is  in- 
fused  the  life-giving  spirit  (breath)  of  God  (Genesis  2:7).  He 
is  a  creature  who  is  responsible.  He  has  the  capacity  to  hear 
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the  Word  which  God  addresses  to  him,  and  to  respond  to  the 
divine  demand  with  either  Yes  or  No. 

Thus  these  stories  give  a  profound  description  of  man  in 
relation  to  nature.  Though  man  lives  in  nature  he  is,  by  virtue 
of  his  divine  origin,  a  stranger  to  the  natural  world.  In  one 
place  in  his  Song  of  Myself  Walt  Whitman  sings  wistfully 
about  the  placid  animals  which,  being  completely  "at  home" 
in  nature,  do  not  worry  about  God,  sin,  or  death.  Such,  how- 
ever, is  not  man's  lot.  He  knows  the  natural  limitations  of  his 
life  and  in  the  act  of  knowing  stands  above  nature.  He  knows 
that  death  comes  to  him  as  to  the  animal  and,  like  the  melan- 
choly author  of  Ecclesiastes,  can  stare  into  nothingness  and 
face  the  question  of  the  meaning  of  his  life.  Any  scientific 
hypothesis  which  man  devises — whether  a  nebular  theory,  a 
doctrine  of  evolution,  or  a  behavioristic  psychology — is  pos- 
sible because  of  the  freedom  which  enables  him  to  transcend 
nature.  And  from  the  biblical  point  of  view,  this  freedom 
enables  him  to  hear  the  Word  which  God  addresses  to  him  in 
history  and  to  decide  whether  he  will  serve  God  or  an  idol  of 
his  own  making.  Man  is  a  creature  of  decision.  Therefore  he 
is  an  actor  in  the  arena  of  history. 

Perhaps  we  are  now  in  a  position  to  clarify  the  relation 
between  science  and  the  Christian  faith.  Let  us  keep  in  mind 
a  figure  of  speech  drawn  from  drama.  Nature  is  the  stage,  the 
finite  setting;,  on  which  is  enacted  the  drama  of  man's  history. 
Science  is  concerned  with  studying  the  stage  and  the  various 
stage  properties.  The  scientist  may  alter  our  understanding 
of  the  setting.  He  may  lift  a  curtain  which  allows  the  scenery 
<^  to  include  the  vast  vistas  of  modem  astronomy ;  he  may  trace 
the  evolution  of  nature  within  finite  time;  or  he  may  throw 
new  light  upon  the  biological  limitations  of  human  life.  But 
as  a  scientist  he  is  not  qualified  to  interpret  the  meaning  of  the 
drama  enacted  upon  nature's  stage.  This  question  is  the  chief 
concern  of  the  Bible,  or,  for  that  matter,  of  any  interpretation 
of  history.  H  we  literalize  the  creation  myth  we  arrive  at  a 
description  of  nature  which  is  plainly  a  scientific  error — an 
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error  which  cannot  be  removed  by  allegorizing  the  first  chap- 
ter of  Genesis  so  that  each  "day"  represents  a  stage  in  the 
evolutionary  process.  The  men  of  the  Bible  had  a  very  limited 
understanding  of  history's  natural  setting.  They  accepted  the 
prevailing  view  that  the  earth  was  a  flat  surface  with  four 
corners,  that  it  rested  upon  a  subterranean  ocean  and  was  / 
overarched  by  a  blue  dome  which  supported  the  celestial  wat- 
ers, and  that  it  was  the  center  of  the  universe.  These  inaccu- 
racies, however,  are  no  more  essential  to  the  truth  of  the  bibli- 
cal myth  than  belief  in  ghosts  or  witches  is  essential  to  the 
truth  of  Shakespearian  drama. 

There  need  be  no  conflict  between  science  and  religion  pro- 
vided the  scientist  confines  his  attention  to  the  objective  study 
of  nature  (the  stage)  and  the  man  of  religious  faith  to  the  ques- 
tion  of  historical  interpretation  (the  drama).  The  warfare  be- 
tween science  and  the  Christian  faith  has  resulted  from  a  con- 
fusing of  issues:  either  Christians  have  transgressed  the  field 
of  historical  interpretation  and  have  set  forth  the  Bible  as  a 
rival  book  of  science;  or  scientists  have  overstepped  the  bound- 
ary of  the  objective  study  of  nature  and  have  become  philoso- 
phers who  make  categories  dra^vn  from  physics  or  biology 
ruling  principles  for  the  interpretation  of  the  meaning  of  life. 
By  literalizing  the  myths  of  Genesis  the  fundamentalist  Chris-, 
tian  has  attempted  to  dictate  the  conclusions  of  scientific  re- 
search, and  thereby  has  made  the  issue  a  struggle  between 
bad  science  and  good  science.  Likewise  the  scientist,  when 
moving  out  of  the  field  in  which  as  a  scientist  he  has  a  right  to 
make  a  judgment,  has  converted  the  struggle  into  a  rivalry  of 
opposing  faiths.  In  so  far  as  man's  life  is  in  nature,  science 
can  aid  our  understanding  through  the  contributions  of  biol- 
ogy, psychosomatic  medicine,  and  naturalistic  psychology.  But 
in  so  far  as  man  transcends  nature  by  virtue  of  his  divine  ori- 
gin and  endowment  these  disciplines  are  incapable  of  defin- 
ing the  ultimate  meaning  of  human  life.  The  alternative  is  not 
science  or  Christianity,  but  the  Christian  faith  or  some  other 
view  of  human  history.  Christianity,  however,  stands  upon 
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the  unyielding  faith  that  man  is  a  creature  made  in  the  image 
of  God,  that  he  is  responsible  inescapably  to  the  Will  of  God, 
and  that  the  deepest  meaning  of  his  life  lies  in  a  personal  re- 
lation with  the  Lord  of  history. 


The  Fall  of  Man 

The  stories  of  Adam's  Fall,  Cain's  murder  of  Abel,  the 
Flood,  and  the  Tower  of  Babel  are  linked  together  closely  by 
the  fact  that  they  give  expression  to  the  J  interpretation  of 
history.  Of  course,  we  must  reco^ize  that  the  J  stories  also 
include  naive  answers  to  such  questions  as  why  people  wear 
clothes,  why  the  serpent  is  hated,  and  why  there  are  many  lan- 
guag;es  in  the  earth.  These  "etiological"  questions,  however, 
are  secondary  to  J's  primary  concern.  We  must  distinguish 
between  the  individual  units  of  the  tradition,  each  of  which 
had  a  history  of  its  own,  and  the  way  J  has  joined  together 
the  individual  stories  by  breathing  into  them  a  unique  interpre- 
tation of  history.  Since  this  interpretation  is  similar  to  that  of 
the  classical  prophets  of  ancient  Israel,  J  is  called  a  prophetic 
writing.  Remember  that  J  is  usually  dated  around  850  B.C., 
about  the  time  of  Elijah. 

In  view  of  the  prophetic  character  of  the  J  narrative,  it 
would  be  well  to  say  a  word  in  review  of  the  prophetic  mes- 
sage. According  to  the  prophets,  Israel's  history  was  cor- 
rupted by  man's  proud  refusal  to  acknowledge  the  sovereignty 
of  Yahweh.  Economic,  social,  and  political  disturbances  were 
traced  to  the  will  of  man  which  turned  from  God  to  pursue 
ends  of  human  choosing.  This  is  what  made  the  stark  contrast 
between  the  "innocence"  of  nature  and  the  "maturity"  of 
Israel's  sin.  Animals  instinctively  went  to  their  owner's  stall; 
God's  "sons,"  however,  rebelled  against  him  and  plunged 
the  land  into  sickness  (Isaiah  1:2-9).  Birds  followed  their 
migratory  instincts  naturally;  but  Israel  had  no  "homing 
instinct"  which  led  her  to  the  God  of  the  Covenant  (Jeremiah 
8:7).  The  prophets  knew  that  God  had  created  Israel  in  order 
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that  she  might  spontaneously  acknowledge  the  sovereignty 
of  his  will;  but  Israel  in  history  was  a  rather  sorry  figure:  a 
rebellious  son,  an  adulterous  wife,  a  traitor  to  the  King.  Israel 
was  a  "fallen"  creature — ^the  object  of  God's  judgment,  though 
also  the  recipient  of  his  mercy. 

From  this  understanding  of  Israel's  history  the  J  narrative 
looks  backward  to  the  very  beginning  of  things,  in  such  a  way 
as  to  suggest  that  this  is  actually  the  inner  character  of  all 
human  history.  With  a  kind  of  literary  counterpoint,  J  blends 
together  two  familiar  prophetic  themes:  the  first  is  the  cor- 
ruption of  human  history  owing  to  man's  rebellion  against 
his  Creator;  the  second  is  God's  intervention  into  men's  affairs 
in  acts  of  judgment  and  mercy.  After  the  exile  from  the  Garden 
of  Eden,  we  are  told,  things  went  from  bad  to  worse.  Family 
life  was  torn  apart  by  jealousy  (4:1-15);  the  first  city  was 
built  by  a  murderer  (4:17) ;  the  lust  for  vengeance  found  its 
bitterest  expression  in  Lamech's  fierce  song  of  blood-revenge 
(4:23-24) ;  and  the  depth  of  sin  was  reached  in  the  strange 
incident  described  in  Genesis  6:1-4.  Since  "every  imagination 
of  the  thoughts  of  man's  heart  was  only  evil  continually,") 
God  determined  to  bring  judgment  upon  mankind.  The  judg- , 
ment  took  the  form  of  a  mythological  flood. ^°  But  even  amid 
the  terrors  of  God's  wrath  his  mercy  was  evident.  In  Noah's  ( 
Ark  a  "remnant"  was  preserved — the  nucleus  of  the  new  man- 
kind. Moreover,  the  Flood  was  followed  by  God's  Covenant 
with  Noah  and  the  promise  of  his  mercy  upon  all  mankind 
and  all  created  life — a  promise  which  P  beautifully  symbol- 
izes by  the  sign  of  the  rainbow.  No  prophet  could  have  given 
more  eloquent  expression  to  the  faith  that  beyond  God's  judg- 
ment lies  his  mercy.  But  despite  God's  acts  of  judgment  and 

10  The  Flood  story,  found  in  both  J  and  P,  is  strikingly  paralleled  in  the 
Babylonian  Gilgamesh  Epic;  for  a  translation  see  G.  A.  Barton,  Archaeology 
and  the  Bible,  7th  ed.  (International  Sunday  School  Union,  1937),  pp.  327-331. 
Floods  of  local  proportions  were  common  in  Mesopotamia,  and  gave  rise  to  a 
number  of  flood  stories.  The  biblical  writers  drew  upon  the  oral  reservoir  of 
flood  mythology  and,  after  purging  the  myth  of  its  cruder  elements,  used  it  as 
a  vehicle  for  symbolizing  the  universal  scope  of  God's  judgment  upon  mankind. 
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mercy,  sin  persisted.  Noah,  we  are  told,  became  "civilized": 
he  planted  a  vineyard  (9:20)  and  this  led  to  an  incident 
which  was  (and  is)  the  attendant  of  civilization — his  shame- 
ful drunkenness.  Finally,  in  the  story  of  the  Tower  of  Babel 
(Genesis  11)  J  describes  the  political  ambition  which  mo- 
tivated builders  to  "make  a  name  for  themselves"  and  to  try 
to  storm  the  very  citadels  of  heaven.  In  this  instance  J  sym- 
bolizes the  futility  of  the  attempt  to  achieve  order  and  security 
on  the  basis  of  the  pursuit  of  human  ends.  The  "City  of  Man" 
was  left  unfinished  for  the  same  reason  that  all  empires  ulti- 
mately fall:  men  "could  not  understand  one  another."  From 
J's  standpoint,  the  frustration  of  the  enterprise  was  evidence 
of  the  judgment  of  God  upon  man's  bold  defiance  of  his  Cre- 
ator. But  even  this  did  not  spell  failure  in  the  accomplishment 
of  God's  purpose.  Determined  to  win  back  his  lost  creation, 
God,  in  a  new  act  of  grace,  chose  one  of  the  descendents  of 
jhis  rebellious  stock  (Abraham)  to  be  the  ancestor  of  the 
people  through  whom  all  the  nations  of  the  world  would  be 
blessed. 

It  will  be  apparent  from  this  brief  survey  that  the  stories 
which  deal  with  the  period  before  Abraham  are  not  "histori- 
cal" in  the  sense  that  the  events  described  actually  happened 
long  ago.  Only  with  the  appearance  of  Abraham  do  we  leave 
the  realm  of  mythology  and  walk  upon  the  more  solid  ground 
of  history,  or,  at  least,  semi-history.  To  be  sure,  the  story 
of  Abraham  is  overlaid  with  legendry.  Nevertheless,  a  good 
case  can  be  made  that  Abraham  was  a  historical  individual, 
and  that  the  stories  of  Genesis  12-50  reflect  the  conditions  of 
the  patriarchal  period.  On  the  other  hand,  the  historicity  of 
Noah,  Cain,  or  Adam  cannot  be  defended. 

Having  placed  the  myth  of  the  Fall  in  the  framework  of 
J's  interpretation  of  history,  let  us  briefly  consider  some  of 
the  insights  of  the  story  itself.  Notice  that  in  the  mythological 
scheme  the  Fall  comes  after  the  Creation.  Though  this  time- 
sequence  must  not  be  taken  literally,  it  does  symbolize  an 
important  truth,  namely,  the  source  of  sin  is  not  to  be  traced 
to  the  world  of  nature,  to  the  body,  or  to  man's  finiteness.  The 
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creation  story  of  the  first  chapter  of  Genesis  contains  the  re- 
curring refrain,  "God  saw  that  it  was  good."  Jewish-Christian 
thought,  when  it  has  been  true  to  its  biblical  heritage,  has 
consistently  emphasized  the  goodness  of  God's  creation  and 
has  opposed  religions  or  philosophies  which  regard  the  mate- 
rial world  or  the  body  as  evil.  By  speaking  of  a  time  of  perfec- 
tion before  the  Fall,  the  J  writer  stresses  that  God  intended  man 
to  live  in  security  and  peace  amid  the  blessings  and  bounties 
of  nature. 

Why,  then,  is  history  as  it  is?  Why  does  man's  urge  to  live 
convert  the  world  into  a  scene  of  struggle  for  power,  the  con- 
sequence of  which  is  never  ending  suffering?  Why  are  man's 
natural  instincts  transformed  into  unnatural  appetites,  as  in 
the  case  of  the  perversion  of  the  sex  drive  into  an  American 
cult  of  Aphrodite  or  the  perversion  of  the  need  for  food  into 
forms  of  economic  exploitation?  Why  are  the  bounties  of  na- 
ture a  source  of  anxiety  to  men  who  live  in  the  atomic  age? 
This  is  a  modernized  version  of  the  questions  with  which  the 
Adam  myth  deals.  The  Bible  unerringly  goes  to  the  heart  of 
the  matter:  the  source  of  all  historical  difficulties  lies  in  man's 
freedom.  Adam's  sin  was  possible  because,  though  he  was  like 
the  animals  in  constitution,  he  was  not  an  animal.  Endowed 
with  the  precarious  power  of  freedom,  he  could  not  live  peace- 
fully in  nature.  Spontaneous  obedience  to  God's  Word  was 
too  tame  a  thing  for  such  a  man.  To  quote  from  St.  Augustine, 
he  was  motivated  by  "the  desire  of  making  trial,  of  making 
the  full  experience  of  his  own  power  through  the  lust  after 
knowledge."  "Ye  shall  be  as  the  gods,  knowing  good  and 
evil."  The  words  of  the  subtle  serpent  expressed  man's  inner 
awareness  of  the  possibilities  of  making  himself  the  center 
of  life,  thereby  usurping  God's  throne."  Adam's  freedom  was 
his  greatness ;  it  was  also  his  downfall. 


11  In  antiquity  the  serpent  was  thought  to  possess  an  uncanny  wisdom  (see 
Matt.  10:16).  It  is  wrong  to  identify  the  serpent  with  Satan.  The  figure  of 
Satan,  the  fallen  angel  and  archenemy  of  God,  belongs  to  a  later  stage  of 
biblical  mythology. 
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We  may  observe  a  contemporary  ring  in  the  Adam  myth 
in  modern  man's  conviction  that  he  is  the  architect  and  con- 
troller of  his  destiny.  He  is  lord  of  nature,  not  because  God 
has  given  him  the  vocation  to  serve  him  by  subduing  the  earth, 
but  because  of  his  own  knowledge.  He  seeks  knowledge  not 
primarily  because  it  is  virtue,  as  Socrates  taught,  but  because 
it  is  power.  Science  makes  it  possible  for  man  to  harness  the 
tremendous  forces  of  nature  and  thereby  achieve  the  ends 
that  he  sets  for  himself.  "History  is  simply  the  activity  of  man 
pursuing  his  ovvn  ends."  Those  words  are  from  Karl  Marx,  but 
tliey  could  also  appear  in  the  context  of  American  "demo- 
cratic" faith.  The  average  American  believes  in  "building 
a  better  world,"  fashioned  according  to  the  blueprint  of  mod- 
ern ideals.  Often  this  goal,  worthy  in  itself,  is  justified  by  an 
appeal  to  traditional  Christianity  so  that  the  real  motivation 
is  disguised.  Contemporary  "atheists,"  like  Marxists  and 
some  American  philosophers,  are  bold  enough  to  tear  away 
the  theological  disguise  and  honestly  reveal  the  true  character 
of  the  political  motivation.  From  the  viewpoint  of  biblical 
prophets,  history  is  the  scene  of  man's  Promethean  defiance 
of  God  in  order  that  he  may  follow  his  own  reason  and  will. 
Our  own  times  have  merely  exposed  in  stark  realism  what 
prophets  of  old  saw  hidden  beneath  the  forms  of  popular 
religion. 

There  is  a  pathetic  grandeur  in  the  picture  of  Adam  reach- 
ing out  to  taste  the  fruit  of  the  tree  of  knowledge  of  good 
and  evil.  Knowledge  is  man's  capacity.  His  freedom  to  leave 
the  innocence  of  nature  is  precisely  what  elevates  him  above 
the  animal.  But  when  man's  capacity  for  knowledge  becomes 
the  occasion  for  power  and  self-exaltation,  inevitably  it  re- 
sults in  a  fall  from  the  life  of  perfect  trust  and  spontaneous 
goodness  which  God  intended.  Obviously  we  cannot  recover  the 
mythological  innocence  of  Adam  "before  the  Fall."  Indeed, 
the  Garden  of  Eden  is  purely  a  figment  of  the  religious  imag- 
ination. Nevertheless  in  imagination  the  religious  man  knows 
this  is  the  way  life  should  be,  even  though  he  cannot  attain 
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it.  We  may  not  be  able  to  trust  in  God's  sovereignty  as  natu- 
rally and  spontaneously  as  the  birds  of  the  air  or  the  flowers 
of  the  field  accept  the  bounties  of  nature  (Matthew  6:25-34) ; 
but  when  Jesus  exclaims,  "0  ye  of  little  faith,"  the  word  of 
judgment  strikes  home  for  w^e  know  that  our  faith  and  good- 
ness should  be  that  "natural." 

It  is  unnecessary  to  resort  to  theological  dogma  to  sense 
the  realism  of  the  Adam  myth.  Novelists,  poets,  dramatists, 
and  psychiatrists  are  giving  us  an  extended  commentary  upon 
the  essential  problem  involved.  In  our  most  honest  moments 
we  know  that  there  is  a  wide  chasm  between  the  person  that 
should  be  and  the  person  that  is.  We  are  overwhelmed  by  the 
glaring  contrast  betv/een  the  ideal  world  in  which  knowledge 
would  be  used  for  the  common  welfare,  and  this  insecure 
world  in  which  science  and  technology  make  possible  the  de- 
struction of  mankind.  As  James  Hilton  pointed  out  in  his 
novel.  Lost  Horizon,  every  man  has  within  himself  a  longing 
for  a  valley  of  Shangri-la,  far  away  from  so-called  civilization, 
where  men  could  realize  their  yearnings  for  a  better  world. 
Somehow,  somewhere  man  has  fallen  from  his  true  nature. 
The  leaders  of  the  Enlightenment  traced  the  problem  to  man's 
intellectual  environment,  and  advocated  throwing  off  the  me- 
dieval chains  of  ignorance  and  superstition.  Marxists  trace 
the  problem  to  man's  economic  environment,  and  advocate 
revolutionary  change.  The  Bible,  however,  traces  the  prob- 
lem to  man  himself.  It  insists  that  when  man  is  alienated  from 
God  he  is  at  odds  with  himself  and  his  neighbors.  But  even 
in  his  lost  state,  he  is  driven  on  by  a  hunger  of  which  he  is 
unaware,  a  restlessness  at  the  very  center  of  his  being.  As 
Augustine  said  in  his  well-known  prayer,  "0  Lord,  thou  hast 
made  us  for  Thyself,  and  our  hearts  are  restless  till  they  find 
rest  in  thee." 

The  Fall  describes  man  in  any  moment  of  history;  but  it  is 
also  the  "beginning  of  history."  If  we  could  conceive  of  man 
living  in  the  perfection  of  the  Garden  of  Eden,  we  could 
visualize  tlie  impossible:  man  having  the  full  powers  of  man- 
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hood,  yet  not  "making  history."  Such  a  "man"  would  be  liv- 
ing in  nature  but  would  not  be  living  in  history,  and  therefore 
he  would  be  less  than  a  man.  The  driving  force  of  human  his- 
tory is  the  freedom  which  enables  man  to  pursue  his  own  ends ; 
or,  stated  theologically,  it  is  man's  self-assertive  disobedience 
of  his  Creator.  The  very  stuff  of  history  is  the  precarious  and 
dynamic  power  of  freedom.  "Civilization"  is  the  scene  of  the 
struggle,  suffering,  and  anxiety  which  corresponds  to  the  situa- 
tion after  the  banishment  from  the  Garden.  It  is  the  witness 
of  the  Bible,  however,  that  the  divine  Actor  enters  into  the  his- 
torical drama  to  transform  tragedy  into  triumph  and  to  re- 
create the  human  race.  Thus  the  myths  of  Genesis  1-11  form 
the  appropriate  prologue  to  the  call  of  Abraham,  the  initiation 
of  God's  redemptive  purpose  through  the  chosen  people,  and 
the  accomplishment  of  his  design  in  Jesus  Christ. 

The  Myths  of  the  End 

We  have  said  that  the  Bible  views  history  as  a  purposive 
drama,  and  that  the  drama  sweeps  forward  from  beginning 
to  end,  from  the  initiation  of  God's  plan  to  the  realization  of 
his  design  for  the  whole  creation.  Just  as  the  men  of  the  Bible 
projected  their  faith  backward  into  the  mythological  past, 
so  they  projected  their  view  ahead  into  the  mythological  fu- 
ture. The  Bible,  therefore,  has  an  eschatology,  that  is,  a  doc- 
trine of  the  end  (eschaton)  or  "last  things"  (eschata)  of  his- 
tory. This  is  the  most  important,  though  for  the  modern  mind 
the  most  difficult,  aspect  of  the  biblical  message.  We  can  read- 
ily understand  that  history  advances  toward  a  goal  which  will 
be  realized  in  history;  indeed,  this  is  the  gist  of  the  secular 
doctrine  of  progress  and  the  Marxist  ideal.  But  we  find  it  hard 
to  understand  how  the  goal  of  history  lies  at  the  end  of  history 
or  beyond  history  itself.  Christians  affirm  this,  however,  out 
of  the  faith  that  the  whole  human  drama  is  enfolded  within 
the  redemptive  purpose  of  the  God  who  stands  above  history, 
yet  is  active  within  it.  So  the  horizons  of  history — looking  in 
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either  direction,  past  or  future — recede  beyond  understand- 
ing into  the  endless  time  of  God's  eternity. 

The  Bible  resorts  to  myth  in  speaking  of  "the  end  of  the 
world."  The  latter  phrase,  which  appears  in  the  King  James 
translation  of  the  New  Testament  (for  instance,  Matthew  28: 
20),  is  an  unfortunate  translation,  for  it  may  easily  suggest 
the  cessation  of  life  on  this  planet  and  the  coming  of  a  time 
when,  as  science  tells  us,  the  world  will  become  "a  whiff  of 
smoke  drifting  in  desolate  skies."  The  phrase,  however,  could 
be  rendered  more  accurately  "the  end  of  the  age,"  that  is, 
the  end  of  history  as  it  is  and  as  it  always  has  been — the  kind 
of  history  in  which  man  presumes  that  he  can  define  and  pur- 
sue his  own  ends.  Here  we  have  left  the  domain  of  scientific  and 
historical  investigation.  Amos  Wilder  writes: 

Eschatology  is  myth.  But  whereas  most  myth  represents  the  un- 
known past  and  gives  a  symbolic  picture  of  unknown  origins,  escha- 
tology is  that  form  of  myth  which  represents  the  unknown  future.^^ 

We  cannot  conceive  of  man  standing  at  the  end  of  history 
any  more  than  we  can  conceive  of  him  at  the  beginning  of 
history.  Just  as  the  poet  uses  language  imaginatively  to  com- 
municate life's  deepest  experiences,  so  we  must  use  the  lan- 
guage of  history  symbolically  to  speak  of  that  which,  in  faith, 
lies  at  the  end.  As  Amos  Wilder  says,  biblical  eschatology 
"carries  a  weight  of  spiritual  truth  such  as  only  the  greatest 
art  can  convey." 

The  Day  of  Judgment 

To  consider  properly  the  myths  of  the  end  or  eschaton  of 
history  we  must  turn  again  to  the  prophets,  for  eschatology 
was  basic  to  their  message.  They  consistently  looked  beyond 
the  present,  in  which  God's  purpose  seemed  to  be  temporarily 
opposed  by  man's  rebellion,  to  a  time  when  God  would  mani- 

12  Eschatology  and  Ethics  in  the  Teachings  of  Jesus,  p.  21.  This  illuminating 
chapter  on  "The  Nature  of  Jewish  Eschatology"  deserves  attention. 
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fest  his  victory.  Prophetic  predictions  of  the  triumph  of  God's 
purpose  were  expressed  in  phrases  like  "the  Day  of  the 
Lord,"  "the  last  days,"  "that  Day,"  "the  Age  to  Come,"  and 
"the  Kingdom  of  God."  In  their  vision  the  consummation  of 
history  was  to  be  a  time  of  reckoning  when  all  rebellious  pow- 
ers would  be  judged  and  destroyed.  It  was  also  to  be  the  be- 
ginning of  a  New  Creation  in  which  nature  and  human  nature 
would  be  transformed.  No  longer  would  there  be  war,  and 
even  wild  animals  would  be  tame.  The  pictures  of  the  mes- 
sianic age  remind  us  of  the  idyllic  peace  and  harmony  of  the 
Garden  of  Eden  "before  the  Fall."  The  prophets  believed  that 
man's  rebellious  will  had  corrupted  history  and  had  even 
destroyed  the  harmony  of  nature.  But  with  the  removal  of 
sin,  men  would  live  together  in  unity  and  peace,  enjoying  the 
blessings  of  a  marvelously  transformed  earth.  In  that  Day 
history  would  be  ended,  that  is,  the  kind  of  history  which  is 
the  expression  of  man's  disobedience  and  will-to-power. 

The  prophets  preached  that  the  Day  was  near.  Indeed,  they 
described  it  as  the  very  next  moment  of  history.  Amos  and 
Hosea  discerned  the  imminence  of  God's  judgment  in  the 
tense  political  crises  of  their  day;  Isaiah  connected  the  im- 
pending downfall  of  man's  pride  with  the  aggression  of  As- 
syria ;  Jeremiah  envisioned  God's  action  in  the  coming  of  the 
Babylonian  foe;  and  Second  Isaiah  interpreted  the  conquests 
of  Cyrus  of  Persia  as  the  approaching  salvation  of  God. 
Always  the  prophets  spoke  of  the  impending  End  in  terms  of 
the  concrete  political  circumstances  in  which  men  were  living. 
But  they  did  not  cease  preaching  the  nearness  of  the  divine 
Event  when  a  certain  crisis  had  passed  by.  They  merely  re- 
vised their  eschatological  message  in  terms  of  the  new  cir- 
cumstances. Though  the  prophets  used  the  language  of  history 
to  describe  the  eschatological  event,  they  did  not  identify 
God's  Day  of  Victory  with  any  political  development.  It  was 
sufficient  to  announce  that  every  crisis  brought  men  nearer  to 
the  victory  which  only  God  could  achieve." 
13  See  pages  110-121, 


THE  BEGINNING  AND  THE  END  257 

The  prophetic  message  was  further  elaborated  in  a  type 
of  literature  which  we  have  called  apocalyptic.  The  theme  of 
apocalyptic,  as  in  the  case  of  prophecy,  is  the  near  approach 
of  the  time  when  God  will  assert  his  sovereignty  over  history 
and  nature.  It  is  characteristic  of  apocalyptic,  however,  that 
specific  historical  events  recede  into  the  background,  and  the 
contest  between  God  and  rebellious  forces  assumes  a  cosmic 
scale.  The  Kingdom  of  God  stands  opposed  to  the  well-organ- 
ized Kingdom  of  Evil  which  is  under  the  mighty  leadership  of 
Satan,  the  archenemy.  The  End  will  be  heralded  by  persecu- 
tions, unusual  "signs,"  and  cataclysms  which  disrupt  the 
order  of  nature.  On  the  Day  of  Judgment  God,  or  his  mes- 
sianic agent,  will  destroy  all  powers  opposed  to  his  reign  and 
will  create  a  new  heaven  and  a  new  earth.  The  dead  will  be 
raised  up  in  order  that  they  may  take  part  in  the  dramatic 
inauguration  of  the  New  Age.  As  we  noted  in  a  previous  chap- 
ter, the  purpose  of  apocalyptic  writers  was  to  encourage  the 
faithful  to  remain  steadfast  in  a  dark  hour  when  the  meaning- 
fulness  of  history  was  temporarily  eclipsed  by  foreign  tyranny 
or  the  victory  of  evil. 

Modern  "students  of  prophecy"  who  base  their  predictions 
of  the  end  of  the  world  on  biblical  apocalypses  plainly  fail 
to  understand  the  character  of  the  biblical  idiom.  As  Amos 
Wilder  points  out,  the  use  of  fantastic  imagery  in  books  like 
Ezekiel  and  Daniel  clearly  indicates  that  the  language  was 
intended  to  be  imaginative;  moreover  the  inconsistency  of  de- 
tail in  the  apocalyptic  program  shows  that  the  writers  never 
intended  their  words  to  be  forced  into  the  narrow  categories 
of  the  literal  and  prosaic  mind.  Probably  it  would  be  going 
too  far,  observes  Dr.  Wilder,  to  say  that  the  apocalyptic  pic- 
tures were  meant  only  as  poetry;  but,  on  the  other  hand,  we 
would  be  equally  mistaken  in  attributing  to  them  the  crass 
literalism  of  modern  prophecy  schools.  Here  we  are  dealing 
with  an  oriental  way  of  thinking  in  which  "the  distinction  be- 
tween historical  and  imaginative  events  was  not  clear  cut." 
The  heart  of  the  apocalyptic  message  was  the  intense  certainty 
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that  God's  purpose  could  not  be  frustrated — a  certainty  which 
found  expression  in  the  nearness  of  the  End/* 

We  shall  conclude  this  brief  discussion  of  Old  Testament 
eschatology  by  drawing  attention  to  an  interesting  secular  par- 
allel. Marxism  is  a  secularized  version  of  biblical  eschatology 
— a  fact  which  is  not  too  surprising  when  one  considers  that 
Marx  himself  was  a  Jew  whose  thinking  had  been  influenced 
by  his  religious  heritage.  Marx  believed  that  he  was  living  at 
the  end  of  the  times.  In  the  distant  past,  he  said,  man  had  lost 
the  primitive  peace  of  the  gens  community  in  consequence  of 
the  introduction  of  private  property  (the  Fall).  Subsequent 
history  was  a  long  struggle  between  the  "haves"  and  the 
"have-nots,"  and  finally  the  accumulated  evil  of  the  ages  had 
concentrated  itself  in  a  bourgeois  class  which  was  gradually 
strangling  itself  to  death.  Men  were  living  in  the  last  hour. 
The  "end  of  history" — ^the  millennium  of  the  classless  society 
or  the  restored  gens  community — ^was  at  hand.  The  workers 
of  the  world  needed  only  to  unite  in  order  to  give  the  coup 
de  grace  to  capitalism  and  to  usher  in  a  paradise  of  universal 
peace  and  happiness. 

From  the  Christian  standpoint  the  insidious  danger  of  this 
view  is  that  it  rests  upon  the  illusion — so  flattering  to  modern 
man — that  it  is  possible  to  establish  a  sinless  society  in  his- 
tory, a  society  which  does  not  stand  under  divine  judgment. 
According  to  the  Marxist  view,  the  end  or  goal  of  history 
lies  in  history.  The  Bible,  however,  is  written  in  the  name  of 
the  God  whose  Kingdom,  by  transcending  every  historical 
achievement,  puts  all  forms  of  social  organization  under 
divine  judgment,  and  places  an  ultimate  restraint  upon  the 
exercise  of  power.  Thus  Canon  Alan  Richardson  observes: 

The  biblical  standpoint  condemns  as  illusion  every  attempt  to  find 
salvation  in  history,  or  permanent  well-being  on  earth,  whether  it  be 
the  Pax  Romana  of  the  ancient  world,  the  theocratic  imperialism  of 
the  Middle  Ages,  the  nation-state  of  modern  times,  the  humanist's 


14  Op.  cit.,  pp.  24-30. 
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vision  of  a  League  of  Nations,  the  classless  state  of  communist  theory, 
or  the  "planned  society"  of  the  scientific  sociologists.^^ 

These  words  should  not  be  construed  to  mean  that  all  social 
action  is  useless  and  that,  for  instance,  the  Church  should 
have  no  dealings  with  the  United  Nations.  On  the  contrary,  the 
divine  imperative  makes  the  Christian  more  sensitive  about  his 
social  responsibility  and  more  determined  to  bring  about  a 
better  social  order  in  which  there  will  be  freedom  and  justice 
for  all.  But  man  as  a  "fallen  creature"  has  no  right  to  pre- 
sume that  he  can  build  a  sinless  society  on  earth.  To  say  that 
the  goal  of  history  lies  beyond  history  or  at  the  end  of  history 
means,  in  practical  terms,  that  all  forms  of  social  organization, 
regardless  of  how  advanced  or  how  just  they  are,  stand  under 
divine  criticism.  In  every  age  men  must  act  and  live  with  the 
prophetic  awareness  that  the  Final  Judgment  is  near.  The  first 
word  they  must  hear  is  "repent." 

The  Second  Coming  of  Christ 

Christians  inherited  the  Hebraic  view  that  history  is  the 
interval  between  the  beginning  and  the  end.  This  eschatology, 
bowever,  was  radically  transformed  by  the  Christian  gospel 
ivhich  affirmed  that  already  the  powers  of  God's  Kingdom  had 
broken  into  history  in  the  person  of  Jesus  of  Nazareth,  above 
ill  in  the  death  and  resurrection  of  the  Messiah.  As  Peter 
proclaimed  on  the  day  of  Pentecost,  quoting  an  eschatological 
passage  from  the  prophecy  of  Joel,  already  men  were  living 
in  "the  last  days"  (Acts  2:161f.). 

It  is  a  moot  question  among  New  Testament  scholars  as  to 
tvhere  the  line  should  be  drawn  between  the  eschatology  of 
lesus  and  the  eschatology  of  the  Church.  It  seems  likely,  how- 
3ver,  that  Jesus  thought  in  the  framework  of  Jewish  apocalyp- 
tic, though  purging  it  of  Jewish  nationalism,  lust  for  revenge 
3n  enemies,  desire  for  a  sensuous  paradise,  and  other  crude 


^^  Preface  to  Bible  Studies,  p.  106. 
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features.  Moreover,  while  he  conceived  his  messianic  role 
to  be  that  of  the  Suffering  Servant,  it  seems  that  he  also  related 
himself  to  the  figure  of  the  coming  Son  of  Man,  the  heavenly 
figure  who  would  appear  on  the  clouds  at  the  final  consum- 
mation of  history  (See  Mark  14:62).  In  any  case,  early  Chris- 
tians clearly  believed  that  the  appearance  of  the  Messiah  in 
the  role  of  the  Suffering  Servant  was  an  eschatological  event. 
It  was  their  conviction  that  already  the  eschaton  had  entered 
history,  giving  assurance  of  the  near  approach  of  the  Day  of 
Judgment  and  the  final  "restoration  of  all  things"  (Acts  3:20- 
21) .  The  Cross  was  the  divine  sentence  of  judgment  upon  man's 
sin  and  all  the  powers  of  darkness;  but  God's  victory  in  the 
Resurrection  had  already  made  possible  a  "new  creation"  for 
those  who  were  in  Christ  (II  Corinthians  5:17).  For  early 
Christians,  Jesus  Christ  had  an  absolute  and  final  significance 
in  the  time-scheme  which  we  call  history. 

We  have  had  occasion  to  observe  that  the  later  Church  at- 
tempted to  state  the  finality  of  Christ  in  the  language  of  Greek 
philosophy — an  attempt  which  led  to  the  paradox  of  the  God- 
Man,  the  second  Person  of  the  Trinity.  Early  Christians,  how- 
ever, expressed  the  decisive  significance  of  Jesus  in  history 
by  using  the  language  of  mythology.  They  projected  the  faith 
of  the  present  into  the  mythological  past,  affirming  that  Jesus 
was  the  incarnation  of  the  Creative  Word  by  which  God  made 
the  heavens  and  the  earth  (John  1:1-14).  They  also  projected 
the  faith  of  the  present  into  the  mythological  future,  declar- 
ing that  at  the  End  Christ  would  descend  on  the  clouds  of 
heaven  "to  judge  the  quick  and  the  dead."  Thus  both  the  be- 
ginning and  the  end  of  history  were  "made  flesh"  in  him  who 
was  the  central  figure  of  a  vast  eschatological  drama. 

The  vision  of  the  Second  Coming  of  Christ  is  a  myth  which 
employs  the  language  of  time  ("he  comes  again")  and  space 
("on  the  clouds  of  heaven")  to  communicate  the  Christian 
faith  that  God's  redemptive  purpose,  revealed  in  history  in 
the  Suffering  Servant,  points  forward  to  the  ultimate  victory 
over  history  which  only  God  can  achieve.  We  can  never  know 
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exactly  what  the  figure  of  the  heavenly  Son  of  Man  meant 
to  early  Christians,  from  whom  we  are  separated  not  only  by 
many  centuries  but  also  by  those  subtle  differences  which  dis- 
tinguish the  Orient  from  the  Occident.  Probably  the  myth 
originally  possessed  a  primarily  imaginative  meaning,  as  in 
Daniel  7:13-14  where  the  heavenly  figure  represents  the  ever- 
lasting Kingdom  which  descends  from  above,  in  contrast  to 
the  transitory  earthly  kingdoms  which  rose  like  monsters  from 
the  depth  of  the  sea.^^  We  find  it  difficult  to  understand  an 
oriental  idiom  in  which  there  was  no  sharp  distinction  between 
a  historical  event  (as  the  historian  today  knows  events)  and 
the  certain  divine  Event  which  evoked  the  language  of  reli- 
gious imagination. 

It  is  important  to  recognize  that  in  the  early  Christian 
message  the  center  of  gravity  lay  not  in  the  anticipation  of 
the  Second  Coming  but  in  the  proclamation  that  Christ's  "first 
coming"  was  itself  an  eschatological  event.  To  be  sure,  there 
was  a  tendency,  at  least  in  some  circles,  to  shift  this  center 
of  gravity  from  the  past  to  the  future  and  to  engage  in  specu- 
lation as  to  when  Christ  would  reappear.  Paul,  for  instance, 
had  to  counsel  Christians  at  Thessalonica  to  cease  speculating 
about  the  future  Advent  and  to  stay  at  their  work  (II  Thes- 
salonians).  Likewise  the  author  of  II  Peter — the  latest  writ- 
ing of  the  New  Testament — addressed  himself  to  current  dis- 
illusionment arising  from  the  delay  in  Christ's  Second  Coming 
(chapter  3).  But  the  New  Testament  in  general  places  the 
emphasis  upon  the  victory  which  has  already  been  won  in 
the  Crucifixion-Resurrection,  and  shuns  any  attempt  to  pry 
into  the  mystery  of  the  future  which  lies  in  the  sole  authority 
of  God  (see  Matthew  24:36;  Acts  1:7).  Oscar  Cullman  ex- 
presses this  matter  in  an  apt  figure  of  speech: 

The  decisive  battle  in  a  war  may  already  have  occurred  in  a  rela- 
tively early  stage  of  the  war,  and  yet  the  war  still  continues.  Although 

16  In  ancient  mythology,  the  sea  was  represented  as  the  locus  of  the  rebellious 
powers  which  threaten  the  divine  rule.  See  Revelation  21:1,  "and  the  sea  was 
no  more." 
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the  decisive  effect  of  that  battle  is  perhaps  not  recognized  by  all,  it 
nevertheless  already  means  victory.  But  the  war  must  still  be  carried 
on  for  an  undefined  time,  until  "Victory  Day."  ^^ 

Thus,  as  he  continues  to  point  out,  the  awareness  that  the  de- 
cisive battle  had  been  won  intensified  the  early  Christian  faith 
that  the  end  was  near,  but  since  the  Christian  faith  was  cen- 
tered upon  that  one  decisive  battle,  Christians  did  not  con- 
cern themselves  with  counting  the  days  until  the  End.  Chris- 
tians expected  to  stand  before  "the  judgment  seat  of  Christ" 
because  already  they  knew  the  reality  of  God's  judgment  in 
Christ  (II  Corinthians  5:10;  Matthew  25:31-46).  They  ex- 
pected that  the  goal  of  history  would  be  the  victory  of  Christ, 
the  "Son  of  Man,"  because  already  they  knew  the  power  of 
Christ's  Resurrection  (I  Corinthians  15:20-28).  The  end 
would  merely  vindicate  the  faith  of  the  present,  just  as  the 
faith  of  the  present  foreshortened  the  arrival  of  the  end. 

It  is  still  true  that  the  Christian  faith  is  oriented,  not  toward 
an  unrealized  future,  but  toward  the  victory  which  God  has  won 
in  Christ.  Faith  turns  toward  him  who  is  the  embodiment  of 
God's  redemptive  purpose,  the  One  in  whom  the  beginning 
and  end  of  history  are  represented.  Yet  from  this  faith  springs 
hope,  the  hope  that  lays  hold  imaginatively  upon  that  which 
is  not  yet  seen:  the  summing  up  of  history  in  Christ.  In  the 
language  of  the  Christian  myth,  he  will  come  again  on  the 
clouds  of  heaven  as  the  Final  Judge  and  the  King  of  kings. 

The  New  Testament  concludes  with  a  book  called  the  "Rev- 
elation" or  the  Apocalypse  of  John.^^  This  book  begins  and 
ends  with  the  note  that  the  second  coming  of  Christ  is  immi- 
nent. Students  of  Bible  prophecy  have  found  here  a  happy 
hunting  ground  in  their  search  for  predictions  of  the  exact 
date  of  the  end  of  the  world  couched  in  cryptic  symbolism.  The 


1^  Op.  cit.,  p.  84.  All  of  this  chapter  is  important  in  this  connection. 

18  Although  tradition  ascribes  the  Apocalypse  to  John,  "the  beloved  disciple," 
modern  scholars  insist  that  the  real  author  is  unknown.  It  seems  impossible 
that  the  author  was  the  same  writer  as  the  author  of  the  Fourth  Gospel,  for 
the  style  of  the  two  books  is  so  diflferent. 
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number  of  the  "Beast"  (13:18),  for  instance,  has  given  rise 
to  wide  speculation.  A  humorous  example  is  the  identification 
of  the  Beast  with  Fiihrer  Adolph  (actually  spelled  "Adolf") 
Hitler,  for  each  word  of  the  name  allegedly  has  six  letters 
and  thus  corresponds  to  666.  Actually,  however,  the  number 
was  intended  as  a  veiled  reference  to  a  Roman  Caesar. ^^  This 
calls  attention  to  the  fact  that  the  Apocalypse  was  written  as  a 
"tract  for  the  times,"  probably  during  the  persecution  of  the 
Church  which  occurred  at  the  latter  part  of  the  reign  of  the 
Roman  emperor,  Domitian  (a.d.  81-96).  The  author  used  a 
kind  of  spiritual  code  which  the  Christian  "underground" 
would  understand,  since  he  could  assume  familiarity  with 
other  apocalyptic  literature,  especially  the  book  of  Daniel. 
Clearly  the  Apocalypse  was  not  written  to  chart  out  events 
in  the  twentieth  century.  The  writer's  purpose  was  to  encourage 
Christians  to  remain  faithful  in  persecution. 

The  book  of  Revelation  brings  to  a  magnificent  climax  the 
biblical  drama  which  opens  with  the  myths  of  Genesis.  In 
highly  imaginative  language  the  writer  expresses  the  biblical 
faith  that  the  ultimate  source  and  goal  of  history  lie  "beyond 
history,"  and  that  the  whole  historical  drama  is  embraced 
within  the  redemptive  time-span  of  Him  who  is  "the  Alpha 
and  the  Omega,  the  beginning  and  the  end"  (21:6).  True  to 
the  Christian  faith,  he  affirms  that  the  Kingdom  of  Christ 
has  already  broken  into  history,  even  while  Satan  holds  tem- 
porary and  limited  power  in  "the  present  age."  The  divine 
victory,  which  in  the  present  evil  age  can  be  discerned  only 
by  faith,  ultimately  will  be  openly  manifest,  for  "all  flesh" 
will  behold  the  triumph  of  God's  redemptive  love.  Thus  the 
Lamb  (Christ)  that  was  slain  is  pictured  imaginatively  as  the 
final  Conqueror  who  at  the  End  will  overthrow  all  the  demonic 
forces  which  had  corrupted  history.  The  Final  Judgment  will 


19  In  the  Hebrew,  each  letter  of  the  alphabet  had  a  numerical  equivalent. 
When  we  add  up  the  numerical  equivalents  of  "Nero  Caesar"  the  sum  is  666. 
It  seems  probable  that  the  writer  intended  to  allude  to  this  despised  Caesar 
who  first  began  the  terrible  persecution  of  the  Church. 
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usher  in  the  "new  heaven  and  the  new  earth"  and  the  reign 
of  peace  and  blessedness  in  which  sin  and  death  will  be  des- 
troyed. Thus  man  will  be  created  anew  and  restored  to  the  life 
which  God  originally  intended  for  him  in  the  first  Creation. 

It  is  characteristic  of  biblical  eschatology  that  the  myths 
of  the  End  draw  elements  from  the  myths  of  the  beginning. 
So,  for  instance,  the  symbol  of  the  "tree  of  life"  reappears  in 
tlie  Apocalypse  (22:2),  and  the  idyllic  peace  of  the  Garden 
of  Eden  before  the  Fall  is  matched  by  the  New  Creation  in 
which  there  will  no  longer  be  suffering,  anxiety,  or  death.  It 
would  be  wrong,  however,  to  view  this  as  a  return  to  a  primi- 
tive Golden  Age,  as  though  the  biblical  drama  moves  in  a 
vast  circle  which  returns  to  the  starting  point.  The  book  of 
Revelation  does  not  envision  a  return  to  the  innocence  of  na- 
ture; rather,  it  visualizes  man,  like  a  returning  prodigal 
son,  receiving  the  forgiving  and  redemptive  Love  which  con- 
quers sin  and  brings  his  manhood  to  true  maturity.  It  is  sig- 
nificant, then,  that  the  mythological  End  is  described  not  under 
the  figure  of  the  Garden  of  Eden,  but  in  the  symbolism  of  the 
New  Jerusalem  descending  from  the  skies.  Though  the  City 
of  God  descends  in  heavenly  splendor,  and  is  clearly  post- 
historical,  it  nevertheless  brings  to  completion  the  redemptive 
drama  which  had  centered  in  Palestine,  and,  in  so  doing, 
brings  to  fulfillment  the  separate  histories  of  all  peoples. 

Christ  the  Turning  Point  of  History 

In  A.D.  525  a  certain  Roman  Abbot,  Dionysius  Exiguus, 
reckoned  backward  to  what  he  thought  was  the  year  of  Jesus' 
birth  and  so  established  the  custom  of  dating  Western  Chris- 
tian history  from  "the  year  of  the  Lord."  '°  Eventually  this 
led  to  the  establishment  of  our  calendar  system,  with  its  time- 

20  It  is  well  known  that  he  made  a  slight  error  in  his  reckoning,  for  if  Jesus 
was  born  during  the  reign  of  Herod  the  Great,  as  the  New  Testament  attests, 
the  date  must  have  been  ca.  8-6  B.C.  Using  the  same  calendar  reckoning,  Herod's 
death  occurred  in  4  B.C. 
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division  B.C.  and  a.d.  Today  we  accept  this  calendar  as  a 
matter  of  convenience  and  seldom,  if  ever,  consider  the  impli- 
cations of  finding  a  fixed  point  which  gives  unity  to  world  his- 
tory. What  event  in  all  the  stream  of  history  is  so  momentous 
that  it  can  be  used  as  a  point  from  which  to  look  backward  and 
forward  over  the  whole  course  of  history?  Moslems  find  such 
a  fixed  point  in  Mohammed's  flight  or  hegira  from  Mecca 
(a.d.  622)  and  date  events  from  "the  year  of  the  hegira." 
Jews  find  the  fixed  point  in  God's  revelation  to  Moses  and,  in 
deference  to  the  ancient  tradition  that  the  Pentateuch  was 
dictated  to  Moses,  date  all  events  from  the  year  of  the  Crea- 
tion (supposedly  3760  B.C.).  Christians,  however,  find  the 
fixed  point  in  the  historical  figure,  Jesus  of  Nazareth.  It  is 
their  conviction  that  his  appearance  on  the  stage  of  history 
was  not  only  a  creative  event,  as  any  historian  will  recognize, 
but  that  it  was  an  eschatological  event.  In  him  the  eschaton  or 
goal  of  history  was  revealed,  thereby  giving  the  historian  a 
vantage  point  from  which  to  survey  the  entire  sweep  of  the 
human  drama  from  beginning  to  end.  Christ's  coming  was  the 
turning  point  or  the  "center"  of  history.^^ 

The  New  Testament  closes  where  it  does  because  the  ancient 
Church  bore  witness  to  the  faith  that  God  had  spoken  and 
acted  "once  for  all"  (Romans  6:10;  I  Peter  3:18;  Hebrews 
7:27)  in  the  life,  death,  and  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ — 
viewed  as  a  single  Event.  Hence  the  New  Testament  includes 
only  those  books  which,  in  the  judgment  of  the  early  Church, 
came  from  the  apostolic  period  when  men's  minds  and  hearts 
received  the  direct  impress  of  this  momentous,  eschatological 
event.  But  let  us  not  suppose  that  the  closing  of  the  New  Testa- 
ment canon  means  that  God  has  ceased  speaking.  Actually  it 
is  basic  to  the  Christian  faith  that  God  is  always  acting  in  his- 
tory, that  he  lays  his  claim  upon  men  in  the  crises  of  the  pres- 
ent just  as  surely  as  he  did  in  the  past,  and  that  he  continues 

21  Cullmann's  book,  to  which  we  have  alluded,  is  a  commentary  on  the  impli- 
cations of  the  Christian  calendar.  See  also  Erich  Frank,  "The  Role  of  History 
in  Christian  Thought,"  loc.  cit. 
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to  lead  men  into  new  truth.  So  we  read  in  the  Fourth  Gospel 
that  shortly  before  Jesus'  departure  he  said  to  his  disciples: 

I  have  yet  many  things  to  say  to  you,  but  you  cannot  bear  them 
now.  When  the  Spirit  of  truth  comes,  he  will  guide  you  into  all  the 
truth  (16:12-13). 

Thus  the  Holy  Spirit,  which  is  the  Spirit  of  Christ,  is  still 
present  in  the  Church,  leading  men  into  the  Truth.  However, 
all  Christian  experience  and  insight  since  the  New  Testament 
period  is  not  an  advance  beyond  Christ,  but  a  deepening  un- 
derstanding and  expanding  proclamation  of  the  meaning  of 
God's  decisive  victory  in  Christ. 

To  the  Christian,  therefore,  Christ  is  "the  center  of  his- 
tory," the  figure  who  so  profoundly  reveals  the  meaning  of  the 
whole  historical  drama  that  he  breaks  history  in  two,  dividing 
everything  into  "before"  and  "after,"  B.C.  and  a.d.  But  this 
is  not  just  an  interpretation  of  history  which  applies  only  to 
mankind  in  general.  Indeed,  the  Christian  recognizes  that 
Christ  occupies  the  center  of  the  stage  of  world  history  be- 
cause, concretely  and  confessionally,  he  is  the  center  of  the 
believer's  private  history,  the  turning  point  of  his  own  life. 
Thus  the  decision  of  the  meaning  of  history  in  general  cannot 
be  separated  from  the  decision  as  to  the  meaning  of  the  in- 
dividual's life  in  particular. 

The  Christian  does  not  read  the  Bible  with  the  academic 
curiosity  of  a  student  of  antiquities;  nor  does  he  survey  the 
unfolding  drama  from  beginning  to  end  with  the  detachment 
of  a  spectator.  What  makes  the  Bible  sacred  scripture  in  the 
Christian  Church  is  its  power  to  make  the  reader  know  that 
he  is  an  actor  in  the  historical  pageant  of  God's  redemption. 
In  this  book  we  have  repeatedly  referred  to  the  biblical 
"drama."  We  know,  of  course,  that  the  test  of  truly  great 
drama  is  the  dramatist's  ability  to  make  his  audience  feel  that 
they  are  involved  in  the  story.  As  an  example,  we  may  cite 
Margaret  Webster's  striking  production  of  Julius  Caesar  in 
modem  style.  The  audience  can  hardly  view  the  play  with 
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he  detachment  of  spectators,  especially  when  the  actors  are 
garbed  in  the  dress  of  modern  tyrannies  and  the  play  is  enacted 
igainst  a  background  of  banners  and  insignia  dreadfully 
familiar  to  all  of  us.  Miss  Webster's  cast  has  brought  home 
:o  many  audiences  that  Shakespeare's  story  of  Julius  Caesar 
is  our  story  too.  The  abuse  of  power,  on  the  one  hand,  and  the 
:haos  and  revenge  loosed  by  the  assassin's  breach  of  law  and 
3rder,  on  the  other,  are  living  issues  in  our  tumultuous  period, 
just  as  they  were  forcefully  relevant  to  the  practical  affairs  of 
Shakespeare's  England.  This  analogy  need  not  be  pressed  too 
Far,  for  Julius  Caesar  is  great  literature  and  the  Bible  is 
sacred  Scripture.  But  in  a  somewhat  analogous  sense  the 
Christian  reads  the  Bible  with  the  realization  that  he  is  part 
3f  the  drama.  He  is  involved  personally.  To  allude  to  the 
tvords  of  the  well-known  Negro  spiritual,  he  knows  that  he 
was  there  at  the  Crucifixion,  that  he  tvas  there  at  the  Resur- 
rection. This  is  really  his  past,  his  present. 

To  be  sure,  the  biblical  drama  is  staged  in  an  ancient 
setting  and  describes  events  which  happened  long  ago.  But 
these  pages  bear  witness  to  the  victory  which  God  wrought 
in  history  once  for  all,  to  the  revelation  which  casts  its  light 
across  the  centuries.  The  Bible  deals  with  the  question  of  the 
ultimate  meaning  of  human  life — ^the  question  which  is  of  in- 
escapable concern  to  every  person  as  he  must  decide  the  mean- 
ing of  his  existence  and  the  whole  fabric  of  historical 
relationships  in  which  he  is  involved.  If  in  the  decision  of 
faith  the  Christ  of  the  Bible  reveals  the  true  meaning  of  his- 
tory, then  one  unhesitantly  will  join  the  generations  of  the 
Christian  Church  in  affirming  that  this  Book  is  the  Word 
of  God. 
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